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Editor’s Note

Welcome to the inaugural issue of the Bethel University Colloquy!
The word colloquy means “conversation” in Latin, a root word that also gave us the perhaps
more familiar “colloquium.” At its root, a colloquy, that which takes place at a colloquium, is a formal
discussion, a talking together, a collaboration of minds in pursuit of new ideas and knowledge. A form
of discourse that, hopefully, challenges all involved and encourages participants to both strive for greater
excellence in their own ideas as well as celebrating the greater fruit that can result from the interaction of
different ideas, perspectives, and disciplines.
The Colloquy was born out of a desire to foster such discussion on an academic level among
undergraduate students at Bethel University. This past February, five Bethel English majors (including
Colloquy editors Roberta Fultz and Abby Stocker and authors Linnea White and Sara Ellingsworth)
attended a literary conference at Taylor University that featured undergraduate literary academic and
creative work. They found the interaction of ideas and people at the conference to be inspiring as
well as flat-out interesting. Upon returning to Bethel, and encouraged by the presence of the English
Department’s other publications, the Coeval and The Clarion, a group of English majors approached their
professors to see if starting a student-run academic journal might be possible. The English professors
were enthusiastic about the students’ desire to encourage a stronger undergraduate academic climate on
campus, and the Bethel University Colloquy was born.
Though the first Colloquy editorial team is entirely comprised of English majors for reasons stated
above, we quickly decided that the journal’s scope should stretch beyond just the English department,
instead furthering interdisciplinary academic dialogue. Though Bethel scholars study in different
disciplines, under the auspices of diverse departments with specific goals, our ideas are ultimately
strengthened when we converse across disciplines, sharing our varying expertise and perspectives in
order to strive for a greater understanding of truth. Such collaboration and study must be glorifying
to God, to have creation studied in such detail and with such attention, while stimulating community
among those who similarly want to strive for deeper knowledge, arriving at greater humility as we
become ever more aware of how simultaneously ingenious and limited we humans are.
It is our belief that academics, whether primarily original thought or primarily research-based, can
be deeply creative work, and as such should be affirmed as expressions of God-given ability. We at Bethel
often celebrate our students’ other talents—athletic, artistic, literary, etc.—but we don’t always recognize
our academic work as what it, at a certain level, is: scholarship. The relevance and importance of our
school work does not have to be confined to the classroom, but rather can stretch us to grow both as
scholars and as people and challenging us to engage the world at large more deeply if we let it.
Published by Spark, 2013
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We challenge the Bethel student body to view classes and homework as more than just hoops
to jump through to a college degree, but rather as scholarship that is our best attempt to manifest our
curiosity and ability to learn. Of course we all (the editors included) are only human; this isn’t to say
that we expect every class to be perpetually inspiring at every moment. Rather, we challenge our peers
to keep the bigger picture in mind. The Colloquy exists to provide a home for undergraduate academic
discourse and celebrate scholarship both among students and teachers of the Bethel community.
Upon reviewing many excellent submissions, the Colloquy editing staff and faculty review team
have selected seven exceptional essays for publication in this spring 2013 issue, [Re/De]Generation.
In keeping with Colloquy’s mission of hosting discourse from diverse perspectives, this issue includes
work from multiple different academic disciplines, including communication studies, English literature,
mathematics, and Biblical and theological studies. After clearing our editors’ initial round of reviews,
the seven papers in our first issue were reviewed and recommended for publication by two faculty or TA
reviewers from their disciplines. We congratulate these authors for their achievement.
Regardless of the authors’ areas of study, we asked that submitted papers be related to the broad
theme of [Re/De]Generation. Whether through deconstructing romantic relationships, explaining the
history of a biblical passage, or optimizing an equation for baking the perfect brownies, all submissions
are uniquely connected to this theme of creation and exploration. We welcome you to experience the
discourse found in these pages.
We are grateful to our reviewers, for their willingness to share their expertise and for their quality
reviews completed on a short time frame during a busy time of the semester; to the English Department,
for their enthusiasm, individual support, and the financial means to turn an idea into the journal you
hold in your hands; to Mark Bruce, our faculty advisor, for answering a hundred specific questions,
offering to lend his name to our proceedings when we needed an official signature to make things
happen, and for the advice to “apologize later”; to Kent Gerber, David Stewart, Carole Cragg, Rhonda
Gilbraith, and the Bethel University Library for their general enthusiasm, for connecting us with the
Library Research Prize applicants, and for approaching us about partnering with the Digital Library;
to Linnea White, for her sunny disposition, InDesign expertise, and her willingness to share both with
our staff; to Roberta Fultz for the classy design and the many late-night cups of coffee she consumed
in designing the Colloquy for press; to Jonathan Westmark and The Clarion for increasing our visibility
through their article; to Bethel University Print Services for working within the compact time frame we
placed on this first issue and turning around our print job in a single day; and to all those not mentioned
who mentioned our call for papers to students, spread the news of our publication by word-of-mouth, or
simply saw our announcement and thought the journal was a good idea—your cultural support has made
the Colloquy possible.
Most of all, special thanks to everyone who submitted their work for this edition. We appreciated
your support more than you know. We received twenty five submissions, and our editors were intrigued
by the variety of ideas and questions being asked in departments across campus. Please keep thinking,
researching, and writing—we anticipate seeing your work in future issues of the Colloquy.
To our submitters, reviewers, everyone who encouraged us along the way, all those who strive for
excellence and to help teach others, and, mostly, to the entire Bethel community—we look forward to
continuing to dialogue ideas with all of you.
Keep the discussion going!
										The Editors of the Colloquy
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Cooking Up the Optimal
Baking Algorithm
Tony Burand, Michael Tetzlaff, and Jacob Smith

Summary

M

any conventional rectangular baking pans have a problem in that they bake the corners of the
batter faster than the rest of the pan. Circular baking pans eliminate this problem, but take up
more space in the oven. We propose a solution that given weights for baking consistency and space
efficiency based on the importance of each will provide the optimal baking pan shape. We have come
up with an algorithm for sorting the pans of area A effectively and formed a model that describes the
heat flow into the pan as well as the baking mix itself. The model we developed was based off real-life
data that we gathered by baking brownies using careful measurement. We determined several physical
properties, such as specific heat, density, and heat transfer coefficients for brownies directly through
experimentation. We compared our results with previous studies on the properties of cake-like foods and
found that they were similar. Then we ran the model using these coefficients and a variety of different
plausible baking parameters, including temperature and baking time.
We also developed a technique for optimally arranging polygonal shaped pans in the oven for any
length- to-width ratio to maximize the number of pans that can fit. For polygons, we considered both
lattice arrangements and where applicable, tessellating patterns. The algorithm for packing also takes
into account the need for airflow between the pans for overall even cooking, which means that the pans
are not packed directly next to each other causing uneven heating on the pans located near the sides of
the oven. The overall efficiency of a pan shape was calculated using the following equation (where p is a
weighting factor):
Efftotal = p · Effspace + (1 − p) · Effheating
Using the algorithm, we found that the type of polygon needed to efficiently use the oven space
while heating the pan perimeter was greatly dependent on the dimensions of the oven for weighting
values between 0.2-1.0. (Below 0.2, the circular pan is very heavily favored regardless of the oven
dimensions.) We also found that adding or subtracting a little bit from the width or length of the oven
can have a drastic effect on the spacing efficiency ratio. When we have maximally high efficiency, we call
the width and length of the pan “magic numbers.”
For example, if the oven dimensions (width by length) are 30” x 40”, with two racks, if the area of
a pan is set to be 81 in2, and if space efficiency and baking consistency are given equal weight, we found
that the optimal shape is a octagon. Our algorithm is able to compute the optimal shape for any width,
length, pan area, and weighting factors using a variety of baking parameters.
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Introduction to Problem

The problem we chose to solve was how to create the best brownie pan with edges that are heated
evenly while fitting as many pans as possible on a rack. Obviously a square is most efficient in terms of
space, but is found lacking in heating efficiency because the corners are likely to be burnt in comparison
with the rest of the edges. A circle shaped pan solves this problem, but is not as efficient space-wise. If
we assume each pan has a set area of A, we can optimize what shape will work best in a oven that has a
width-length ratio of W/L.
Assumptions and Parameters
Assumptions and Justifications
In the problem we made some assumptions; they are as follows:
1. The oven has only two racks, which are evenly spaced.
2. The oven is pre-heated to the desired temperature when the brownies are placed in the oven.
This ensures that the oven temperature is constant in our model, and does not “ramp up” during
the beginning of the cooking.
3. The oven can be considered a heat reservoir in comparison to any batch of brownies. An oven
should be insulated and should not lose significant heat as it is designed to stay at a stable
temperature.
4. The pan heats up to the oven temperature fast and maintains its temperature, so for the brownie
batter, it can be considered a heat reservoir at the same temperature as the oven.
5. In relation to the brownie, the pan is the primary heating agent. This is especially true around
the edges where the air is in contact minimally with the surface area of the edge. The hot air
above the brownie pan is a secondary heating agent which we will incorporate into our model as
well.
6. The bottom of any pan is flat, and no pans under 36 square inches will appear in our oven. Flat
pans will provide more brownies and will be easier to store. Anything smaller than 6”x6” will be
an inefficient use of time and will be a hassle when baking.
7. We also assume that the baker will rotate the racks when cooking in order to cook each batch
evenly. Each individual oven has its own hot-spots, and it is up to each baker to figure them out
and cook accordingly to his tools.
8. The mass, density and volume taken up by the brownies are constant. This in reality is not usually
the case, but the expansion is generally vertical, and should therefore not impact the horizontal
heat distribution. Additionally, the change in density, while noticeable, is not significant enough
to be worth incorporating into our model.
9. The consistency of the brownies is uniform, and does not change significantly as the brownies are
baked. In particular, this means that we are not accounting for the evaporation of water for the
brownies. Again, this is not usually true, but for our purposes, we are trying to measure the
total amount of heat absorbed, and this is easier to do if we assume the consistency does not
change over time. After all, the goal is to ensure that the brownies are evenly cooked, and
brownies that get dried out because of water evaporation are just as much of a concern as
brownies that are over- or under-heated.
Parameters
The first step towards building our model was setting up some parameters. We knew that the area
of the pan (of any shape) had an area of A. The oven itself was rectangular and had a width-length ratio
of W/L. There was also a weighting criteria p and 1 − p, where 0 ≤ p ≤ 1. The number p “grades” the
importance of the space maximization so that if p = 1, we only care about how many brownies we cook
and not about how well we cook them. If p = 0 then the even cooking of brownies is the priority.
8
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Since our focus was on regular polygons, we also examined the parameter n for the number of sides
of a regular polygon. In this study, the apothem, denoted a, and the radius, denoted r are important. The
angles of the corners of the polygon, are denoted as θ. Our goal is to use as much of the oven area, W · L,
with a pan of area A having n sides, while still cooking the edges efficiently.
The heating model itself has several parameters. One aspect of the model, which we will go into
more detail later, is the geometry of the pan, which has several parameters, like the number of sides and
the area. We also needed physical properties of the brownie batter, the pan, and the air in the oven to
use in our model. These parameters were density, ρ, specific heat, c, and thermal conductivity, k of the
brownie batter. There were also two heat transfer coefficients: one between the pan and the batter, and
one between the batter and the hot air in the oven.
Finally there are various baking parameters, such as the temperature of the oven, the initial “room
temperature” of the batter, and the length of time the brownies are to be cooked, which we needed to
considered.
Analysis of the Problem
Hypotheses
We came up with a few different hypotheses for how to optimize heating and space efficiency
individually. First of all, we knew that shapes that had fewer sides would be the most efficient at using
area. Squares and regular hexagons are unique in this category because they can tessellate (triangles were
not considered due to poor corner heating). However, perfect space efficiency means no heat flow and
poor cooking of the brownie, so we would need to space out these tessellation patterns. We hypothesized
that using a lattice layout for the shapes would be the most efficient packing pattern.
Our other hypothesis was that since circles are the most efficient at even heating, shapes with
many sides would also be better than a square at heating the edges evenly. Thus, we believe that either a
hexagon or an octagon will give us the best shape overall if each criteria is weighed evenly.
The Model
We divided our model into two main components: packing and heating.
Space Optimization
The algorithm for spatial optimization utilized lattice packing as shown in Figure 1 and a
tessellating pattern for certain cases with squares and hexagons as shown in Figure 2. The code for the
algorithm is shown in the appendix. Regular polygons with multiple of two sides were used for two main
reasons. First, regular polygons can be packed into regular patterns that allow for more efficient use of
oven space. The other reason for using regular polygons is that a square will pack more efficiently than
a circle, but the square has worse heat distribution. However, as more sides are added to the polygon, it
comes closer to becoming a circle which means that some of the properties of efficient polygon lattice
packing can be obtained, along with more even heating for higher n-sided polygons. The lattice packing
was incorporated into the packing strategy for a couple of reasons. Most importantly, since we are
assuming a rectangular shaped oven, most of the time the lattice packing procedure will be most efficient,
and the cases where it is not can be handled with the tessellating packing strategy. Additionally, without
airflow between the pans, the pans towards the sides of the oven will heat up faster than the ones in the
middle of the oven. It was important that our packing strategy took into account the need for regular
spaces between the pans.
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Figure 1: Lattice pattern for octagons.

Figure 2: Tessellating patterns for squares and hexagons
The lattice packing algorithm calculates twice the apothem for regular polygons with multiple of
4 sides (with the exception of squares) and then checks to see how many polygons could be fit into a
particular length and width shaped oven. For even sided polygons that do not have multiple of 4 sides,
the algorithm calculates twice the radius and twice the apothem to get the dimensions of the rectangle
they would inscribe, and then the algorithm calculates how many would fit in the oven. One thing to
note is that for the case of even non-multiple-of-4 sided polygons, the algorithm checks both possible
orientations of the polygons in the oven, one with the parallel sides of the polygons spanning the width
of the oven and the other with the parallel sides spanning the length. This was done to ensure that the
maximum number of polygons could be fit into the lattice structured layout. For squares, our algorithm
needed to account for there being no natural spaces between adjacent squares. To accomplish this,
when the maximum number of squares that could fit in the oven was calculated, the area of the square
was inflated by 8%. This meant that while the squares had area A, for finding the maximum number
of squares that would fit in the oven, the area used in Equation 1 was 1.08A, where N is the number of
polygons that can be fit on the oven rack.
(1) Effspace =
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This allowed for there to be space between the squares when they were put into the oven to ensure
airflow between the baking pans. For hexagons, a tessellating algorithm was used to check if the lattice
packing method was the most efficient. With the hexagonal tessellation seen in Figure 2 the algorithm
again had to account for the need for space between the hexagons for airflow considerations. Thus, for
the purpose of calculating how many shapes could fit in the oven, the area of the shape was increased
to 1.08A. This algorithm also checked to see if orienting the tessellation along the width or length of the
oven would fit more hexagons. The tessellating orientation was not tried for shapes with higher number
of sides because after octagons, the higher order polygons become close enough to circles that the lattice
packing method is the more efficient for packing.

Figure 3: Diagram showing the side length (S), apothem (r), and Radius (R) of a regular polygon.
Heating of Polygons
There are two primary equations governing our heating model. The first is Newton’s Law of Heating
and Cooling, which governs the rate at which the brownie batter is heated in the pan. The second is the
diffusion equation, which governs the rate at which the heat diffuses throughout the batter. Since the
system is too difficult to solve analytically, we will do a numerical approximation of the system. We stored
the temperatures at various evenly spaced points in the pan and ran a simulation to calculate how the
temperatures at various points change over time. The diffusion equation is straightforward, and we use a
standard forward-time, centered-space approximation to simulate its effects. We assumed that the area at
the edge of the pan was affected most immediately by Newton’s Law, and applied it to the volume within
some ∆w of the edge of the pan. More precisely, we took all the data points within this ∆w, calculated the
volume ∆V around each point, and then applied Newton’s Law based on a fraction of the surface area,
∆A, of the pan bordering this small volume. We do not neglect the heating of the brownies from the air,
and use Newton’s Law in the same way to simulate the heating of the top of the brownies from the hot air
in the oven. For a given data point, therefore, the full heating equation is:
(2)

Determining the surface area of each data point for heating
One of the most difficult problems to solve for our heating model was determining how much
surface area each small volume of brownie batter had with the pan. We initially considered just drawing
the shape of the pan over a grid and determining how much area fell into each grid space. The problem
with this approach was that some edge squares only had a little bit of surface area associated with them
simply because of how the grid fell, not because of any characteristics of the geometry of the pan. Unlike
most of the pan edge, these squares would fail to rise to the oven temperature when we tested the
simulation, incorrectly giving an appearance of inconsistent cooking.
11
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Our next approach was to simply average the area over all the edge squares, so that the heat along
all squares on an edge would be uniformly distributed. However, we realized this would also distribute
the heat evenly over all the corners, defeating the purpose of the simulation. Our final solution was a
hybrid of sorts; we distributed the surface area evenly over the edges, but assigned certain data points to
be “corners,” which were higher than the other points. For a square, the corners were weighted to have
twice the adjacent surface area as the other edge points. For a circle, there are no corners, so we knew the
limit of this ratio had to approach one as the number of sides went to infinity. We also knew that what
fundamentally changes the local surface area at the corners is the angle of each vertex, which can be
found geometrically:
(3)
What we really needed, then was a formula that evaluated to 2 when θ = π/2 = 90°, and approached
1 as θ approached π = 180°. Ideally, this formula would also drop off quickly as θ moves away from 90°,
but would only gradually approach 1 as θ approaches 180°. A formula which meets these requirements is
as follows:
(4)
This is the weight that we gave the surface area adjacent to each corner data point, if the surface
area adjacent to an edge data point was 1. To calculate the actual surface area, we just calculated the total
surface area of the pan and multiplied every weight by this total surface area divided by the sum of the
unadjusted weights.
Heating Efficiency Model
To determine our heating efficiency, we assigned certain data points to be “corners” (the same ones
which had the higher surface area), and others to be “edges”. We then measured the average temperature
over the entire simulation time at the corners, and at the edges. These average temperatures should be
indicative of the heat energy absorbed per unit volume at different point in the pan. Our efficiency was
calculated by dividing the average temperature at the edges by the average temperature at the corners.
This method of calculating efficiency has two convenient properties: if the edges are not heated at all,
or insignificantly compared to the heat at the corners, then the efficiency will drop to zero. However,
if the edges and corners are heated evenly, the efficiency will be one. This gives us a good zero-to-one
normalized scale to compare with our space efficiency.
Final Algorithm for Efficiency
Our final algorithm to determine the n-sided polygon that fit in an oven of width W and length
L used a weighting factor p to weight whether spatial efficiency or even heating efficiency was more
desired. The equation used for this final algorithm was:
(5) 						Efftotal = p · Effspace + (1 − p) · Effheating
Determining Parameters by Experimentation
Procedures
As part of this project we needed to determine a few constants for use in the thermodynamic
models of the pans. Using a standard electric oven, we baked two batches of brownies to determine the
density, thermal conductivity, specific heat, and heat transfer coefficient for the brownies. We determined
12
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these parameters by monitoring the temperature of the brownie mix in a stainless steel pan with a K-Type
thermocouple. For the first experiment, we made the brownie and measured the initial temperature,
volume, and mass. During the fifty minute cooking period at 350°C, the temperature at the center and
1cm from the edge was measured at increments of about 10 minutes. At 20 minutes, the mass and volume
of the brownie mix was measured. Unfortunately, the thermal measurements required that the oven be
opened multiple times, which slightly cooled the oven and the pan.
After baking, a calorimetry experiment was done using the set up as shown in Figure 4 using
Styrofoam cups. A small amount of cooked brownie was put into the calorimeter with a set mass of
water and the water-brownie mix was stirred for 5 minutes until the temperature equilibrated. The
equation to calculate the specific heat is q = cm∆T . Using the known mass m, specific heat c and change
in temperature ∆T for the water, the energy released q by the brownie can be calculated. Then based on
the mass and temperature change for the brownie, the specific heat of brownie can be calculated. The
calculated specific heat of the brownie was determined to be about 2.0 J/g°C.
A second baking experiment was done to monitor the brownies baking in the oven without
the need to open the oven door to take temperature readings. Three thermocouples were threaded
through some heat shielded tubing and then placed in the center, midway to the edge, and at the edge
in the brownie mix. The purpose of this experiment was to get more accurate data for the needed
thermodynamic parameters. However, the heat from the surroundings of the oven traveled through the
wires to the thermistor causing inflated temperature measurements. For this reason the data was not used
to reevaluate the constants obtained from the first experiment.

Figure 4: Setup of calorimetry experiment.
Heat Transfer Coefficient Calculations
Figures 5 and 6 show our data from the brownie experiment.

Figure 5: Temperature data as a function of time, measured approximately 2mm under the surface of the
batter, and about 1cm from the edge of an 8” x 8” baking pan.

Figure 6: Temperature data as a function of time, measured approximately 2mm under the surface of the
batter at the very center of an 8” x 8” baking pan.
When inspecting the data gathered from our experiments, we found that at about 104°C the batter
reached a plateau, and did not rise significantly after that. We hypothesized that this was because at this
point water started boiling off near the surface and reduced the temperature at the points we measured.
In order to get an accurate value for the heat transfer coefficient, we threw out the data points where the
batter had reached 104°C. This left us with three data points near the edge of the pan and four data points
13
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in the middle of the pan – not as many data points as would be preferable to minimize error, but enough
to give us an order-of-magnitude estimate of our coefficients as a starting point.
We used the data collected at the edge of the pan to calculate a heat transfer coefficient between the
pan and the brownie mix. Since the temperature at this point should be dominated by the heat from the
pan, we can assume for our purposes that our temperature data can be completely accounted for by heat
transfer from the pan. The differential equation given by Newton’s Law of heating/cooling can be solved
analytically for temperature.
(6)
The fraction
is the ratio of surface area to volume. Another way of looking at this for a
square pan is that it is the multiplicative inverse of the depth within the brownie batter for which the
temperature is a characteristic value. We measured the temperature at a distance of approximately 1 cm
from the pan edge, so it should be a characteristic of the temperature in the region extending up to 2 cm
from the edge. We will therefore use 50.0 m−1 as the value of
to calculate the heat transfer coefficient
between the pan and the brownies.
Finally, we know the room temperature, the pan temperature, and we have already calculated the
specific heat of brownie batter and measured the mass of the batter. After performing a least squares fit
on our data using these coefficients and the equation above, we found that the heat transfer coefficient
between the pan and the brownies is approximately
.
We use a similar method to measure the heat transfer coefficient between the brownies and the air
in the oven. For this we use the data collected in the center of the pan. Since this point is farthest from
any of the edges of the pan, it is dominated by heat from the hot air above the pan. However, in this case,
is the multiplicative inverse of the depth of the measurement region under the surface. Since the
distance of the probe under the surface was approximately 2 mm, the depth of the effective measurement
is 250.0 m−1 All other parameters are the same as before, including the
region is 4mm, and
temperature, since we assumed that the oven and the pan are both the same temperature. Once again,
we did a least squares fit and found that heat transfer coefficient between the brownies and the air is
approximately
Mass, Volume, and Density
During the course of our experiments, we measured the mass and volume before, during, and after
the baking process. Using mass and volume, we were able to also compute density. We found that the
density of the uncooked batter was 1040kg/m3, but dropped to 840kg/m3 after 20 minutes of baking. The
density did not drop significantly more between the 20 minute mark and the end of the 50 minute baking
process.
In order to measure the density, we also had to measure the mass. We found that the batter lost
some mass over the entire course of the baking process, roughly linearly with respect to time. The
uncooked batter initially weighed 1.112 kg. After 20 minutes it dropped to 1.082 kg. By the end of the
baking process the total mass was 1.038 kg. We believe that this loss of mass was due to water evaporating
off the surface. Thus, some of the change in density was due to the loss of mass, but most was due to the
rising of the brownies.
Although we found that the mass, volume, and density changed over time, we ultimately chose to
keep these as constants in our model. This made the code simpler, and since we did not have time to take
enough measurements to ensure that the relationships were, in fact, linear, we thought it would be better
to just keep them as constants.
Comparison with previous studies
Baik et.al studied the properties of cupcakes and, like our study, measured their density and specific
heat, and additionally determined their thermal conductivity, which we were not able to measure.[1]
14
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While cupcakes can have a slightly different consistency than brownies, they are close enough to verify
that our figures are on the right order of magnitude and the thermal conductivity should be a good orderof-magnitude starting point, so that we could calculate a thermal diffusivity for the batter. Baik et. al
found that the density of uncooked batter was 803 kg/m3, and dropped to 236 kg/m3 after the batter was
cooked. This is a lower density than we measured, and it dropped even more, but this is not unreasonable
considering that cupcakes are generally less dense than brownies. They measured that the specific heat
varied over the baking period from 2516 J/kg°C to 2658 J/kg°C, but stayed relatively constant. This is
fairly consistent with our measured value of specific heat, 2000 J/kg°C, which was a bit lower. Finally,
they measured that thermal conductivity varied between 0.1064-0.2064 W/mK We started with thermal
conductivities in these ranges, but found that to get results more like what we expected, a slightly larger
thermal conductivity in the range of 0.3-0.4 W/mK was necessary.
Reduction of physical constants to algorithm parameters
In our algorithm we simplified the code by reducing the number of parameters. For diffusion, the
fraction
can be reduced to a single constant α. We found that the value of α that worked the best was
18.0×10−8m2/s, which was consistent with the order of magnitude of the parameters that we measured.
Similarly, for heating from the pan and the air, the fraction h/cρ can be reduced to a single
parameter which we called β for the pan to brownie heat transfer, and γ for the air to brownie heat
transfer. We calculated the parameters as follows:
(7)

(8)
Results
As we assumed, there was no one ideal shape to our model. Every optimal shaped hinged on the
dimensions of the pan, the weighting factor, and the desired area of the pan. When we ran our algorithm,
no one shape dominated every situation. Typically, for lower values of p, the circle dominated, but as p
approached 1, the square was most efficient in just as many situations as the circle, followed closely by the
hexagon. In general, to determine which shape would be most efficient space-wise we must take “magic
numbers” into account.
Magic Numbers
Magic numbers are the dimensions of the pan, W by L, that provide a local maximum in terms of
spacing efficiency. For a regular polygon with the number of sides being a multiple of four, the formula
for a magic number would be:
W = L = 2 · apothem[n] · k (where k is a natural number)
This means a W/L ratio of one would be ideal for these types of shapes. This is because these
polygons have a length and width equal to the length of two of their apothems. It follows that the width
and length of the pan should be an integer multiple in order to maximize efficiency. If these dimensions
were slightly less than an integer multiple, we would be unable to fit another row or column in the pan,
thus creating a lot of unused space. This is why we call the dimensions magic numbers. It is because they
are the most optimal local dimensions.
For a polygon that has an even number of sides but is not divisible by four, the formula is a little
15
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different. Without loss of generality, if r is the apothem and R is the radius:
(9) 								W=2·r·j
(10)								L=2·R·k
where j, k are a natural numbers. These types of polygons are different because they are stacked side to
side and corner to corner. The length from opposite corners is longer than the length from opposite sides,
so that is why these have a different equation for magic numbers.
Optimization
In order to get the overall efficiency, we must use the equation
(11)
To be clear, N is the number of shapes of area A that we can fit into a W by L pan. It is natural to
make the assumption that the percentage of area used would be a good grading scale for efficiency in
area. It has the bounds from zero to one and has a wide range of values.
The fraction
is the ratio between the area on the edge that absorbed the least heat compared
to the area on the edge that absorbed the most heat. We define this to be our grading criteria for heating
because it fits in the range from zero to one, and will directly compare how evenly the sides will be
heated.
Again, p is the weighting factor. The equation for efficiency has a maximum value of one, but no
shape will satisfy that number. Hence we designed an algorithm that takes in the previous inputs and
outputs the most efficient shape. We have a packing algorithm that determines how many of one shape
can fit inside an area, and we use a least-squares estimation to find an equation that approximates the
data we get from our heating model. Using these two things, we multiply by the weights, and whichever
shape has the highest efficiency is the one we determine is the best shape for the above conditions.
Optimal Shapes
After fitting our heat model to an equation, we optimized space and heating with a variety of pan
areas with different weights. We tallied the number of “hits” for each pan shape over all pan areas tested
for a given choice of weights and obtained the following results:

Figure 7: Table of tallies for different shapes over all tested pan areas.
case.

While it appears that a circle seems to win most of the time, for certain areas this may not be the
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Efficiency
Finally, we see that no one shape can dominate over every circumstance. The optimal shape
depends on the parameters given. Overall, the three most efficient shapes under our optimization
methods are the circle, square, and hexagon. Should our goal be to mass produce, we would want to
have circular pans be our product. Otherwise tailoring our product to what the consumer desired would
be ideal, as we could charge more for custom products. As far as producing the optimal shaped pan, it
depends on the situation. However, given the situation we can always find the best pan for it.
Error/Sensitivity Analysis
Since we have had an experiment as part of our paper, one must wonder: how accurate are our physical
constants? In all likelihood they are subject to error, and we must know how much could we tweak these
constants before our model becomes void. Let us make a list of what these parameters are:
• Our three physical constants α, β, and γ
• The maximum temperature of the pan
• The height of the brownies being cooked
• The time we cook the brownies
• The area of the brownies
• The shape (number of sides) of the brownie pans
Varying the temperature in the pan did not vary our results significantly. Our standard temperature
was 200°C and the range of values we tested were from 100°C to 300°C, which were well beyond the
standard normal baking temperatures. In this we discovered that the lower the temperature, the higher
the efficiency. Over all the shapes we considered, there was a 3% difference between the efficiency of two
temperature extremes in the worst case. Since we are dealing with efficiency ratios of > 80%, 3% cannot
be ignored. However, the efficiency difference between the standard (200°C) and our 300°C is about
0.7% in the worst case which is significantly better than the difference between 300°C and 100°C. Since
we are reaching equilibrium quicker with the higher temperature, we can say that using our standard
temperature is an accurate source of data.
Next on the list is the variance of height in the brownie. We should expect that since we are
evaluating the middle layer of the brownie, raising the height will take away from the contributions of the
bottom of the pan and the top layer of air, making it more accurate as the height increases. Our standard
height was about 1.5 inches, or 0.04 meters. Lowering height raises efficiency, but that is because we
need to take into account the heat from the bottom and top of pan, making our efficiency rating more
inaccurate. The difference in efficiency between 1 inch and 6 inches for height was a significant 5.5%,
with around a 3% each way. Even if we go up to 2 inches our efficiency ratio decreases by 1.3%. Further
analysis would tell us the ideal height to measure at.
Now it is time to evaluate the baking time. As we might expect, if we lower the baking time the
efficiency ratio decreases since there is not enough time for the middle to be heated up. If we run it too
long however, every brownie reaches the saturation temperature and all efficiencies will be 1. We chose
the middle ground of 30 minutes as our standard, which is not too different from normal baking time,
considering the temperature we chose. Varying the time to 50 minutes we get about a 5% difference, and
lowering it 25 minutes has the same effect. As far as any sources of error, this was perhaps our greatest
contribution. Choosing a standard was hard, but we needed some sort of compromise between too long
and too short and 30 minutes fit the bill.
As far as area goes, we were pretty consistent and had little error when modeling this. Since we
naturally checked many areas, we can see that as area increases, the ratio of heat efficiency decreased
proportional to the inverse of the root of the area. Since we checked pans about half the assumed area
minimum and the equation still fit, we need not worry about error changing when we assumed the pan
size is less than our required minimum size. The same holds true for pans that have a meter of squared
area. The oven still will heat according to our modeled equation. Little error shows up here.
17
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Considering what this project is asking for, we must see how changing the shape will change our
heating efficiency. Our model shows what we would expect; a shape with more sides has higher efficiency.
We define circles to have exactly an efficiency ratio of one, and other shapes we will have the ratio of
the heating of the middle of a side and the heating of a corner of our shape. From that we see that a
square will have worse efficiency as far as heating goes, and in general will be no less than 80%, which
is what is to be expected. Since again we were modeling how well the shapes heat evenly, we came up
with an equation that would describe the efficiency in heating a shape with n sides and got to about 0.1%
accuracy. Since modeling is not a problem, little error arises from here as well.
Sensitivity with respect to heating parameters
There are essentially four parameters in our heating model: K (the thermal conductivity), hpan
and hair (the heat transfer coefficients between the brownies and the pan and the air, respectively), and
finally, the product of specific heat and density, cρ. These last two are one parameter because they only
appear in the model together, so sensitivity can be performed on their product because any error in one
individually could be canceled out by equal and opposite error in the other without affecting the model.
To test each parameter, tests were run on a range of values for the parameter with all other
parameters constant. Our standard was to bake the brownies at 200°C for 30 minutes in a 40cm x 40cm
pan with batter 4 cm deep. Our grid was 21 units in each horizontal direction and 10 units vertically, and
we used 180 time steps to complete the simulation. We ran the test for even-sided polygons between 4
and 20 sides.
We varied α, the total thermal diffusivity, between 1.8 × 10−9 and 1.8 × 10−7. This is equivalent to
varying the thermal conductivity, K, while keeping specific heat and density constant. At diffusivity
values higher than 1.8 × 10−7, the diffusivity was too high for the number of time steps, and the model
failed to converge. We found that the efficiencies generally increased as α increased, but they did not
change very much, and the overall shape of the graph tended to stay the same. The maximum difference
in efficiency over these difference of two orders of magnitude in α was 4%. This is relatively insignificant
considering how much we changed α by. Therefore, even if our value for α was off by an entire order of
magnitude, we would not expect that it would change our results significantly.

Figure 8: Efficiency of various shapes with different values for α.
We allowed β, defined as
, to vary between 2.5 × 10−7 and 2.5 × 10−4. Similar to α, we found that
for values higher than 2.5 × 10−4 the system heated too fast in one time step and the algorithm did not
converge. We found that the system did not heat significantly when β was less than 1.0 × 10−5, so we
18
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threw those data point out. For other β values, higher β tended to result in higher efficiencies. Unlike
α, though, the shape did change; when the batter heated faster, it tended to also reach equilibrium at
the edges faster, and therefore the temperatures were generally more consistent there. The maximum
difference in efficiency was 16% over just above one order of magnitude. However, in real life, if β was
indeed higher, a baker would probably not cook the brownies for as long, so as not to burn them. With a
shorter cooking time, there probably would be a more noticeable difference between the corners and the
edges for higher β values.

Figure 9: Efficiency of various shapes with different values for β.
Finally, we allowed γ, defined as
, to vary between 4.0 × 10−8 and 4.0 × 10−4. As with β, increasing
γ tended to increase the efficiency slightly. However, even over this large range, it did not affect our
efficiencies significantly at all; the maximum different in efficiency was 3.5%. This is because the heating
from the air is secondary to the heating from the pan and primarily affects just the batter right on the
surface. Therefore we can conclude that our results are not particularly sensitive with respect to γ.

Figure 10: Efficiency of various shapes with different values for γ.
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One last test that we ran was to vary all three equally. Since all three have cρ in the denominator, this is
equivalent to varying cρ while keeping K, hpan, and hair constant. This not only had a significant impact
on the efficiency, but also on the temperature. More than doubling cρ had the effect that the batter was
hardly baked at all, even on the edges. Reducing cρ improved the efficiency dramatically, but more than
doubling it resulted in heating too fast for the time step we used. Between halving and doubling cρ, we
observed a maximum efficiency difference of 15%. While this difference is very significant, the difference
in absolute temperature is more significant. This tells us that we probably have fairly accurate values for c
and ρ.

Figure 11: Efficiency of various shapes with different values for cρ.
In summary, the parameters that likely affected our model the most were the heat transfer
coefficient between the pan and the brownies, and the combination of specific heat and density of the
batter. However, we believe that the parameters we chose for these values are fairly accurate because we
got reasonable temperature values at the end of the simulations when we used reasonable values of the
other parameters (i.e. baking time and oven temperature).
Analysis of our Model
Strengths
Our heating model is quite robust and is able to generate predictable results over a variety of
temperatures, baking times, and other parameters. For instance, cooking the batter for a longer period
of time at a lower temperature results in more even baking than baking for a shorter period of time
under a higher temperature, as expected. By limiting our shapes to polygons, we were also able to easily
guarantee that our packing algorithm gives an optimal number of pans for a given shape, area, and oven
size. Finally, we were able to experimentally determine several of our parameters and compare them
with previously published results to verify their validity. Moreover, these parameters gave us the most
reasonable results in our heating model, given reasonable values for other parameters like baking time
and temperature.
Weaknesses
https://spark.bethel.edu/colloquy/vol1/iss1/1
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One weakness of our heat model is that in discretizing the brownie pan, it is possible we still lost
some distinguishing features of a pan design that might have been noticeable with a finer grid, or even
a different method of discretizing the space (for instance, a radial method). It is also possible that some
artifacts could have been added due to our methods as well. Additionally, we were not able to rigorously
prove that our method of assigning surface areas for the edge and corner data points is scientifically
accurate. However, most of our results were what we predicted would occur intuitively, so we would
suggest that improving our methods in these ways would not significantly impact the results we obtained.
Another weakness is that we do not account for certain effects that occur at high temperatures, like
the evaporation of water, the restructuring of the batter molecules, and the resulting changes in mass and
density. A more refined model could account for these to give more accurate results.
Finally, one last weakness is that we only considered regular polygons in our model. With more
time, we could consider non-regular polygons and various curved shapes like ellipses as well.
Future Improvements
Just like any other project, improvements can be made. Perhaps a better scheme for measuring
efficiency in even heating could be developed. Besides that, we would like to get more accurate
parameters from our measurements with better equipment. Consensus on the way of standardizing the
time and temperature to fit real-life brownie making would also be necessary. Convection currents were
also hard to model, and figuring out how much open area is needed in the lattice diagram would provide
a better efficiency in spacing for the square and hexagon. One last consideration would be to see how
radiation from the sides of the oven would heat up our product and find how that would affect our heat
transfer.
Conclusion
We have just presented two models, one for packing polygons and one to model the heating of
a polygon- shaped pan in a conventional oven. Our packing model was able to efficiently organize
polygons using tessellating techniques and lattice structures. Our heating model produced reasonable
results and gave us efficiency ratings for various shapes, areas, and baking parameters. Finally, all this was
based on experimental data that we performed by baking brownies, taking measurements, and fitting
them to our model. The best overall shape depends strongly on the parameters given; there is no optimal
shape. Instead, for a given application our algorithm should simply be run to determine the best shape
for the circumstances. For every customer there is one optimal pan, but there is no one optimal pan for
every customer.
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On Ideals in Romantic
Relationships
Paul Hjellming, Lori Bergstrom, Bo Johnson and Erica Osmondson

B

eing in relationships is inseparable from being human. Humans are communicators and naturally
form connections with other humans around them. Relationships help individuals assess who they
are and who they would like to be. Individuals use relationships to satisfy emotional, physical, and
instrumental needs. Some of these needs are best met by romantic relationships between two individuals.
Romantic relationships, which many people often expect to partake in throughout their lives, are
intimately affected by standards, assumptions, and ideals. Though some deny it, everyone has standards
for the person with whom they could potentially be romantically involved. This study will focus on these
standards, a relatively neglected area of interpersonal communication research.
The lack of adequate research makes it difficult to access the standards people have, the reasons
they engage with the people they do, and the reasons for creating the standards they have for their
partner. Generally researchers have assumed romantic relationships to be guided by certain norms, rules
and standards. However, research has not specifically addressed these rules but instead focuses on the
violations individuals make in their romantic relationships (West, 2006). A robust study of the relational
standards is essential for a complete view of romantic relationships.
Researching relationship standards is important also because romantic relationships surround
people in everyday life. Although not everyone is in a romantic relationship, many are impacted by
romantic relationships to create standards in their mind for who they will date. With the increase of
media exposure in recent years, many teenagers and adults turn to the media for relationship standards.
Holmes and Johnson (2009) stated 90% of younger people find information about love in movies, 94%
in television and only 33% from their own mothers. They continued their point by supporting their
research with cultivation theory in which individuals who expose themselves to what is defined on the
television over a long period of time will eventually develop perceptions consistent to what is portrayed
on television. Romantic relationships are shown through many different media and when people create
their standards based off what they view, many times it is a false representation of reality. Researching
relationship standards adds to our knowledge of influential surroundings and what contributes to the
formation of relationship standards.
Finally, studying the relational standards people create is important to determine why the
standards are created and how strictly they are followed. Those who are facing the dating world may have
costs and rewards in terms of their standards. Understanding relationship expectations helps determine
whether individuals have a relationship correlating with their standards, or if they must settle for
someone below their standards, and what may happen to the relationship when anticipated standards are
not met.
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This study provides noteworthy research by contributing to an effective understanding of why
people choose to be with their significant other. Social exchange theory states that individuals share
resources with one another to facilitate our own needs. We share things such as love, knowledge, and
other information. This assists in developing closeness within a relationship of any kind. Relating
social exchange theory, relationship standards, and comparison levels will surely provide insight into
the romantic relationship that we carry on in life. If individuals learn how to balance the standards
they already have with the people they date it may prove to be beneficial to the overall health of the
relationship.
The juxtaposition of a person’s ideal list of traits that he or she seeks in a spouse and the actual
characteristics of current romantic interests illuminates the way that a person’s self-perception. In the
case that a person’s comparison level is consistent with their history of dating, this research would
provide little value, besides indicating that people want what they think they want. If, however, a person’s
comparison level is different from their history of dating, then it would be important to understand
why this occurs, to what degree, and in what areas. It is possible that people do not realize the traits that
attract them to another person until that person is interacting with them.
Because this segment represents a relatively unknown territory in the study of romantic
relationships, the research at hand was created to assess the following hypotheses:
H1: A significant difference exists between an individual’s ideals and his or her actual choice of
significant other.
H2: A significant difference exists between the characteristics desired by males and those desired
by females.
Literature Review
To begin to understand the structural components of relational ideals, related concepts must
be explored. The current research will primarily consider ideal characteristics using the lens of social
exchange theory and its conceptual tenet of a comparison level. Interpersonal attraction and relational
standards are also an important component of an individual’s relational ideals, and will be expounded.
Social Exchange Theory
Social exchange theory (SET) is an interdisciplinary principle used in the research fields of
interpersonal communication and social psychology (West, 2006). Social exchange theory developed
in the late 1950s and 1960s with George Homans laying the groundwork, along with Peter Blau, John
Thibault and Harold Kelley. Though the theory has changed over time and taken many different forms,
the framework laid by these first thinkers has been kept in place through out the years. The assumptions
of SET are categorized in two ways: human nature and nature of relationships. Both assumptions also
study individuals and the relationship between individuals (Thibault & Kelley, 1959; West & Turner,
2007). In addition, Thibault and Kelley try to explain interaction in dyads and other relational decisions
using economic concepts like costs and rewards, the comparison level, comparison level for alternatives,
and exchange patterns. Homans considers social exchange theory “the exchange of activity tangible or
intangible, and more or less rewarding or costly, between at least two persons” (Cook & Rice, 2006, p.
54). Successful relationships must to be maintained through a process of give and take on both sides.
Histories are kept within a relationship, which track each of the actors’ costs and rewards. These histories
have direct effect on the relationship and how it will be weighed in the matter of closeness and loyalties.
Homans also uses the word “punishment” instead of “reward” for certain situations because
actions, or cost, have negative reactions, also known as punishments. For instance, if someone gets a
positive reaction from an action they will be more likely to repeat it, rather than an action that receives
a negative punishment and is a hindrance to the relationship. It is also possible for a relational action or
stimulus that repeatedly receives the same positive reward to gradually become less significant.
Some experts revise social exchange theory in an attempt to streamline it. For example,
Chadwick-Jones (1976) uses different terminology, calling the relational processes reinforcement and
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exchange. Reinforcement is used to initiate strengthening of the relationship and bring people closer
together in a kind of circular motion. If there is positive reinforcement there will be a positive exchange
resulting, yet again, in a positive form of reinforcement.
According to SET, individuals must decide who is worth their time, how much time is spent and
what will be done within that time, as well as what relationships will give them a greater sense of love, or
further a career path. This conversation has come to assume people do things within a relationship to get
what they want. People want positive outcomes in their lives and this is one way of trying to make that a
reality (Heath, 1976). Another interesting idea mentioned in this text would be that of either voluntary or
coerced exchange. Many times, individuals are put into situations where they have to respond a certain
way in order to keep the relationship continuing, creating a coerced exchange. Voluntary exchange,
however, is the most common and popular, as the need for positive rewards/reinforcement is important
for people to be happy and respond in a positive fashion (Heath, 1976).
Costs and rewards are explained as indebtedness within a relationship in the context of SET
and have been thought of as an equation by some theorists. Gergen, Greenberg and Willis (1980) state,
“The relationship is expressed by the following equation: I = B + C, where I refers to the magnitude of
indebtedness, B refers to the recipient’s perception of the quality of the net benefits received, and C refers
to the recipient’s perception of the quality of the donor’s net costs.” (p. 6). Yet again, more new terms are
resorted to in attempting to explain social exchange cost and reward in the context of a relationship. The
reward is weighed differently for each person and for each interaction there are different understandings
of rewards and their values (Gergen, Greenberg and Willis, 1980). If the reward is great to receive, then
the cost of giving it will be high, making the trade even in a sense. Everyone has to evaluate systems of
costs and rewards to determine what is important to them and what their needs are within a relationship.
Once these needs are realized, action can be taken to make sure they are accomplished.
Rewards must outweigh the costs in order for a relationship to properly function. If a relationship
starts out with more costs than rewards, without eventually shifting into something healthier, there may
be a problem. Relationships shift according to who is in them and what the expectations are within the
relationship.
Costs and rewards. When evaluating the outcome of costs and rewards, and how that outcome
makes an individual feel, the concepts of SET can be applied and comparison levels are introduced
for further explanation. Understanding the worth of costs and rewards in relationships help in the
explanation and understanding of SET’s concepts of comparison level and comparison level for
alternatives, as well as exchange patterns.First, the comparison level (CL) is described as the threshold
in which an outcome of a relationship seems attractive or satisfactory (Thibault & Kelley, 1959; Griffin,
1994). Comparison level is a standard that individuals will use in contrast with their outcomes from
the costs and rewards. The CL can also be determined by what an individual believes he or she deserves
(West, 2006). A second standard is the comparison level for alternatives (CLalt), which Thibault and
Kelley defined as the lowest level or standard someone will accept. Each outcome is weighted by
its salience, or the strength of instigation (West, 2006). The alternatives are the different options an
individual has, such as being in a different relationship or no relationship at all. Although the CLalt may
be satisfying, it may not be the most attractive or stable after considering other alternatives (West, 2006).
The levels of satisfaction and expectation will vary between different people and different relationships,
making it important to understand that satisfaction is a product of an interaction within a person’s
relationship expectations (Sabatelli, 1988). Whether members decide to stay in the relationship because
their expectations are met or leave because their expectations are not met depends on the CL and CLalt in
comparison to the outcome.
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Table 1

RELATIVE VALUE OF THE
OUTCOME, CL AND CLalt

STATE OF THE
RELATIONSHIP

Outcome > CL > CLalt

Satisfying and stable

Outcome > CLalt > CL

Satisfying and stable

CLalt > CL > Outcome

Unsatisfying and unstable

CLalt > Outcome > CL

Satisfying and unstable

CL > CLalt > Outcome

Unsatisfying and unstable

CL > Outcome > CLalt

Unsatisfying and unstable

Note: This table was adapted from Roloff, 1981.

Roloff ’s (1981) “Interpersonal Communication: The Social Exchange Approach” as explained
by West & Turner (2007) clarifies this. As shown in Table 1, if the worth of an outcome is greater than
the CL and CLalt, the relationship is satisfying and stable and its members are less likely to leave. If the
alternative is greater than the CL or outcome, the relationship is unstable and the member may leave
in search of other options depending on their satisfaction with the current situation. When the CL is
higher than both the outcome and CLalt, the relationship is both unsatisfying and unstable, and the
member will most likely leave the relationship. Some members in a relationship may stay although it
can be unsatisfying if the alternatives are also unavailable and unsatisfying (Thibault & Kelley, 1959).
After learning about the CL, CLalt and worth of outcomes, Thibault and Kelley claimed the formation of
relationships depends on the possible outcomes of the interaction, the exploration of alternatives, and if
the mutually experienced outcomes are above the CLalt for both members.
Exchange patterns. Thibault and Kelley’s research on the exchange patterns in SET correlate
with their assumptions about human nature and humans being rational beings (West & Turner, 2007).
Within exchange patterns, there are three concepts of behavior, power and matrices. Members of the
interaction will behave in such ways to achieve a desired goal. The interdependence between partners
leads to another concept of power: the control one has over another. Lawler and Thye (1999) stated that
individuals feel secure when their power is either directly or indirectly increased due to a reduction of
someone else’s power. Such power causes different emotions to arise (e.g. higher power tends to lead to
positive emotions). There are two types of power: fate control and behavior control. Thibault and Kelley
(1959) described fate control thus: If A varies his or her behavior, A can affect B’s outcome regardless of
what B’s behavior is. Therefore, A has fate over B. The other type of power, behavior control, occurs when
person A varies their behavior to vary person B’s behavior. Consequently, person A has control over
person B. Individuals develop such behavioral patterns to manage differences in power and costs.
In summary, social exchange theory is a complex theory seeking to explore the interaction
between individuals in relationships. Many interrelated factors—such as costs, rewards, comparison
levels and alternatives, the outcome of the relationship, and behavioral patterns—support Thibault and
Kelley’s theory. SET provides one with a better knowledge about satisfaction and dissatisfaction, as well as
the contributing concepts, within a relationship.
Relationship standards, preferences and alternatives
Though every person has standards they use to evaluate potential partners, these standards differ
from person to person. Eastwick, Finkel, and Eagly (2011) state, “people differ in the extent to which
various characteristics are important to them in an ideal romantic partner” (p. 1012). This shows that not
everyone will want the same type of person in a romantic relationship. What one person sees as a positive
characteristic may be seen as a negative one by another. Ideal-perception consistency refers to whether
one’s ideal partner preferences and the trait one perceives in a romantic partner match (Eastwick et al.
2011).
Eastwick et al. (2011) study was conducted to determine the contexts in which these ideal partner
https://spark.bethel.edu/colloquy/vol1/iss1/1
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preferences work in the context of romantic initiation. To measure this, two attraction experiments
were conducted. The first experiment measured a participant’s romantic reaction to a potential romantic
partner’s written profile. The second examined a live interaction and the romantic interest that followed.
The results from the written profile found that an individual expressed more interest in the person if
they had similar ideal preferences. The live interaction supplied some interesting results. When the
individuals interacted together the matching of ideals did not have an effect on the romantic interest. The
participants were reinterpreting the meaning of these traits when they met the other person, but on paper
this was not a feasible solution (Eastwick et al. 2011).
The overall findings on this study suggest that having similar ideals and traits become less
important in actual interactions. When an individual reads a dating profile online or hears from a
secondary source, these ideal partner preferences are much more relevant. When physical interaction
begins, such as on a date, the need for the ideals become less crucial to the romantic interest. Having a
set of standards is not necessarily a bad thing, but it seems to be less important when a relationship is
actually beginning with another individual. The list of requirements that we have for our perspective
partners may not be as important as previously thought.
Social exchange theory states that interactions can be viewed as the sharing of resources.
These resources range from money, to love, to services, to information. Interacting can also be seen
as negotiating the exchange of resources (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009). With this in mind it seems that
individuals who are expecting more resources out of a relationship may function differently than those
who expect less resources.
Finkel, Molden, Johnson, and Eastwick (2009) found that, “individuals who are more broadly
oriented toward eagerly pursuing gains (promotion-focused individuals) generally attend more closely
to romantic alternatives, evaluate them more positively, and pursue them more vigorously than do
individuals who are broadly oriented toward vigilantly protecting against losses (prevention focused
individuals)” (p. 320). Romantic alternatives refer to both substitutes for a particular romantic partner
and the romantic possibilities of singles. Research has found an individual’s perception of romantic
alternatives greatly influence the outcomes of that particular relationship (Finkel et al. 2009).
When a person is not content within a relationship they will look for alternatives (e.g.
singleness or a new partner). This manner of thinking unavoidably leads to the detriment of the current
relationship. We cannot have everything we want in a partner. Rusbult, Onizuka & Lipkus (1993)
illustrate this point by stating, “the odds are good that the match between actual and ideal involvement
frequently is less than perfect” (p. 494). There will never be someone that lives up to each and every
relationship standard. We must set aside some of these expectations and relational ideals to have a
successful relationship with another.
There has not been an abundance of research done on this topic. Simpson, Fletcher, and Campbell
(2003) point out that “very little research has examined either the content of partner and relationship
ideals or the process by which such standards might influence the happiness and stability of romantic
relationships” (p. 89). It is difficult to discover these facts because individuals internalize most of this
information. They certainly do not tell their significant other about their relational ideals due to the
damaging effect it could have on the relationship. Relationships can contain “hidden others,” which
are real or ideal people who affect the relationship (Simpson et al. 2003). Among such “hidden others”
would be the ideal image of what an individual wants their romantic partner to be, which is sometimes
based on an actual person outside the relationship. Not much is known about how exactly this affects the
relationship, but it most certainly could have negative long-term repercussions.
Past research does support the theory that individuals evaluate current relationships in two
different ways. First they look at whether or not they are receiving the benefits that they “deserve”
from the current relationship. The second they determine the degree to which the current relationship
exceeds the outcome of best alternative partner (Simpson et al. 2003). These examinations are known as
comparison levels. This is how we evaluate current relationships to ensure that it is the best path for our
Published by Spark, 2013

29

29

Colloquy Undergraduate Research Journal, Vol. 1 [2013], Art. 1

COLLOQUY

happiness.
Relationship ideals are something that each individual has. These ideals serve two primary
functions: evaluative and regulatory. If the ideals are consistent with the actual relationship then the
outlook of the relationship tends to be more positive. The ideals are the basis of evaluating and regulating
or controlling what goes on within the relationship. A study conducted by Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas,
and Giles (1991) examined common ideals of a relationship and a partner. They found that ideal partner
qualities consisted of warmth-trustworthiness, vitality-attractiveness, and status-resources. The traits of
an ideal relationship were discovered to be intimacy-loyalty, and passion. The study found that the higher
consistency that existed between these relationship and partner ideals the more positive the current
relationship was evaluated (Fletcher et al. 1999).
Interpersonal Attraction
Another significant factor in this study is that of interpersonal attraction. Unfortunately, this
phenomenon is complicated, if not nearly impossible to distinguish. Not only are there many facets and
aspects to interpersonal attraction, but observation and quantification is often marred by self-reporting
bias.
The first and perhaps most subconscious understanding of attraction comes from an evolutionary
standpoint, that is that humans are attracted to other humans who have the most ideal reproductive
qualities. Reproductive reasons for attraction almost always exist as physical features of a person.
Symmetrical physical bodies are perceived as more attractive (Møller, 1997; Møller & Thornhill, 1997;
Trivers, Manning, Thornhill, Singh, & McGuire, 1999). Faces that are more symmetrical are also judged
as more attractive (Grammer & Thornhill, 1994; Mealy, Bridgestock, & Townsend, 1999). Youthful faces
are seen as more attractive (Cunningham, Barbee, & Pike, 1990; Jones, 1995). Traits that are average and
not notable are also found attractive (Koeslag & Koeslag, 1994, Langlois, Roggmen, & Musselman, 1994).
From this viewpoint one can attribute the certain attractions to universal human processes.
A second understanding of attraction is the cognitivist approach or information processing
theory. Information processing states that humans are attracted to other humans primarily because
of what they know about the other person (Ajzen, 1977). Within information processing, two distinct
viewpoints exist: the mechanistic approach and the constructive approach (Ajzen, 1977). The former
holds that attraction is based on single pieces of information known about the other, while the latter adds
that attraction is also influenced by one’s interpretation of the information known about the other as a
whole (Ajzen, 1977).
Perhaps the most influential classes of theory in the study of interpersonal attraction are exchange
theories such as Stimulus-Value-Role Theory and Social Exchange Theory. Stimulus-Value-Role theory
expands further on this groundwork of social exchange by adding a relational stage model (Murstein,
1977). The initial stage of a relationship is stimulus, in which the two individuals are attracted to parts
of the other’s person or character (Murstein, 1977). The relationship then moves into the value stage,
in which social exchanges play out most prominently and individuals investigate whether or not the
relationship is worth pursuing further (Murstein, 1977). Finally the role stage of the relationship occurs
when relational norms have solidified and the individuals relate based on the roles that they expect each
other to play (Murstein, 1977).
Methods
Participants
Participants in our study consisted of 212 undergraduate students at a Midwestern university.
Individuals were selected as part of a random sample of 800 undergraduate students at the university. The
participants were composed of 67 (31%) males and 147 (69%) females. The vast majority of respondents
identified themselves as White/Caucasian (94%); 1% identified themselves as African American, 2% as
Asian, and 3% as Other. Less than one percent of participants identified themselves as Hispanic. The
median age of respondents was 20 years old. Seventy five respondents (35%) identified as Protestant
https://spark.bethel.edu/colloquy/vol1/iss1/1
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Christian, 15 (7%) as Catholic Christian, 101 (47%) as Evangelical Christian, 2 (<1%) as Atheist/
Agnostic/Unsure, and 21 (10%) Other. 33 respondents (15%) identified as a freshman by credits, 58
(27%) as a sophomore, 51 (24%) as a junior, 67 (31%) as a senior, and 4 respondents (2%) choosing
Other.
Procedure
Participants were asked to complete a survey that inquired about their ideals in romantic
relationships and their actual significant others from one to two previous relationships (if applicable)
in the past four years. The survey was distributed by email and individuals who wished to participate
were directed to the survey by clicking a hyperlink. A large portion of the survey was based on a list
of characteristics that are attractive to individuals in a potential partner and was taken from Fletcher
et al. (1999). This instrument will be referred to as the Ideal Partner Scale or IPS. The full list of the 50
characteristics is available in Appendix A. “Good relationship with family” was added to account for the
potential desire for partners to have strong familial connections. The IPS attempts to cover a wide range
of attractive characteristics in potential partners that fall into three sub-scores: warmth-trustworthiness,
vitality-attractiveness and status-resources (Fletcher et al. 1999). These sub-scores were later used to
assess the results of the study.
Participants were first asked to indicate how important a series of 50 characteristics were to them
in an ideal relationship. Individuals responded on a Likert–type scale with response options ranging
from “Not important at all” to “Extremely important.” Participants were then asked to indicate how well
the same list of characteristics described their significant others in past relationships. Individuals who
had been in two relationships were presented with the list two times, with “Relationship 1” signifying the
most recent relationship and “Relationship 2” signifying a prior relationship. Participants were also asked
to indicate how long their relationships lasted and how the current state of their relationships could be
described in an attempt to account for individuals judging relationships that ended in a poorer light than
when these relationships began.
Results
To assess whether a significant difference existed between ideal significant others and actual
significant others (H1) in respondents’ most recent relationship, a paired samples t test was run. A
significant difference existed between scores for warmth-trustworthiness, vitality-attractiveness and
status-resources. The mean for warmth-trustworthiness was significantly higher for the ideal significant
other (M = 98.30, SD = 7.90) than the most recent real relationship (M = 93.93, SD = 14.43), t(151) =
3.74, p < .01. The mean for vitality-attractiveness was significantly lower for the ideal significant other (M
= 68.59, SD = 6.60) than the most recent real relationship (M = 70.77, SD = 10.45), t(151) = –2.44, p =
.016. The mean for status-resources was significantly lower for the ideal significant other (M = 30.89, SD
= 4.80) than the most recent real relationship (M = 34.90, SD = 4.97), t(151) = –8.33, p < .01.
Table 1
Sex

SD

Male

95.3731

7.14956

Female

99.6122

7.80362

Male
Ideal VitalityAttractiveness Sub-Score Female

68.4627

6.53273

68.1088

7.16262

Male

29.6716

4.60365

Female

31.4490

4.92712

Ideal WarmthTrustworthiness SubScore

Ideal Status-Resources
Sub-Score
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An independent-samples t test was conducted to evaluate the difference in conceptualizations
of ideal significant others between males and females. The difference between males and females was
significant for partner warmth-trustworthiness, t(212) = –3.781, p < .01, and partner status-resources,
t(212) = –2.497, p = .013, but not for partner vitality-attractiveness, t(212) = 0.344, p = .731. Table 1
details the means and standard deviations for the three sub-scores of ideal partners for both males and
females.
Table 2

Female

Understanding
Supportive
Considerate
Good listener
Warm
Reliable
Friendly
Communicative
Stable
Broad-minded
Self-aware
Generous
Good relationship with family
Independent
Ambitious
Assertive
Good job
Financially secure
Nice house or apartment
Successful
Does not smoke

Male

Nice body
Sexy
Attractive
Appropriate ethnicity

To assess the differences in specific characteristics of ideal significant others for males and
females (H2), an independent samples t test was run. The means, standard deviations and test data for all
characteristics can be found in Appendix B. Table 2 details the characteristics that were significantly more
important for either gender. For example, “nice body” was significantly more important for males than
for females.In order to assess the possibility of a relationship between current relational satisfaction and
the three sub-scores given by respondents for each of their real relationships, a bivariate correlation was
run. The relationships for each of the three sub-scores were significant and are detailed in Tables 3 and 4.
Table 3 details the data for relationship 1, the most recent, and Table 4 details the data for relationship 2,
the former. The test indicates that there is, for both significant others, a moderate to strong relationship
between current relational satisfaction and the scores given.
Table 3

Table 4

Relational
satisfaction
WarmthCorrelation
.705**
Trustworthiness
Sig. (2-tailed)
0.000
(Relationship #1) N
152
VitalityCorrelation
.566**
Attractiveness
Sig. (2-tailed)
0.000
(Relationship #1) N
152
Status-Resources
Correlation
.312**
(Relationship #1) Sig. (2-tailed)
0.000
N
152
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed).

https://spark.bethel.edu/colloquy/vol1/iss1/1

Relational
satisfaction
WarmthCorrelation
.548**
Trustworthiness
Sig. (2-tailed)
0
(Relationship #2) N
55
VitalityCorrelation
.379**
Attractiveness
Sig. (2-tailed)
0.004
(Relationship #2) N
55
Status-Resources Correlation
.296*
(Relationship #2) Sig. (2-tailed)
0.028
N
55
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed).
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Discussion
Disparity Between Ideals and Actual Relationships
The most important and indicative result of the research is that respondents indicated that the
characteristics of the Ideal Partner Scale (Fletcher et al. 1999) were different from the levels of those
characteristics in their actual significant others. It is important to note in which sub-scores and in which
direction. For warmth-trustworthiness the ideal scores were significantly higher than either of the actual
relationship scores, meaning that the respondents had higher standards in mind than their partners
actually lived up to. The disparity in this result indicates strikingly that recent actual relationships do not
live up to the standards that most people have in the category of warmth-trustworthiness. Individuals
engaged in relationships that do not adhere to the standards they have for their relationships.
In regards to vitality-attractiveness, the two actual relationships differed. For the more recent
actual relationship, vitality-attractiveness scores were significantly lower than the ideals values supplied
by participants, but for the former relationship, scores were significantly higher. There are two possible
explanations for this. The first is that of the respondents, the number that had two relationships in the
previous four years was notably lower than those that were only involved in one relationship. Thus
the sample size for the former relationships was much fewer than that of the more recent or current
relationship. Because of this, it is possible the scores for the former relationships are not an accurate
view of individuals with two or more relationships. A second explanation relates to the age and life
station of the participants. Since most were undergraduates at a university, respondents may have been
referring to relationships from their high school days, bringing their total number of relationships over
the previous four years up to two or more. Though relationships in teenage years may be indicative of
the types of people one would be attracted to in adulthood, it is likely that romantic tastes adjust as an
individual matures throughout the four years following high school. Thus the scores given to the former
relationships may have differed from the most recent relationships because individuals’ tastes have
evolved into a more accurate picture of the types of people they will find attractive throughout adult life.
The sub-score of status-resources remains consistent between both subsets of relational data;
individuals rated their actual relationships higher than the ideal significant other. This is easy to explain.
Status-resources are not as important to individuals as the other two sub-scores. The mean value for
the status resource sub-score is significantly lower than the value for both warmth-trustworthiness and
vitality-attractiveness, meaning that characteristics like “appropriate ethnicity,” “nice house/apartment”
and “successful” are less consciously important to respondents than “warm,” “affectionate” and
“understanding.”. In other words, people find intrinsic characteristics more important than extrinsic ones.
This is especially true at a private university with strong religious connections like the one at which the
study was conducted.
Gender Differences
Secondary findings of the research were the difference between genders in ideal conceptions of
significant others and the differences between those ideals and real relationships. For both the ideals of
warmth-trustworthiness and status-resources, females indicated significantly higher scores than men. For
vitality-attractiveness, the difference between males and females was not significant. As for ideal and real
relationships, the only significant difference was between the ideals and the most recent real relationship
for status-resources. Notable are the differences in each gender’s unique choice of specific characteristics.
Figure 1 details the traits which females considered more important than males, and vice versa. Every
trait that is more important to males is a physical characteristic, while females indicate more intrinsic,
emotional characteristics, suggesting that while females look to a significant other for support and
comfort, males look to a significant other for sexual needs.
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Current Relational Satisfaction
To assess the potential effects of a bad dissolution of a recent relationship on the scores given
respondents were asked to indicate their current satisfaction with the relationship after giving their scores
for the IPS characteristics. The results of the bivariate correlation indicate that for both real relationships,
the rating of the current relational satisfaction predicted the scores of warmth-trustworthiness, vitalityattractiveness and status-resources. Perhaps individuals who currently are dissatisfied with their
relationships, possibly because of a bad breakup, are significantly biased in reporting the characteristics
of their former significant other. This has a grain of truth to it, for anyone assessing the other partner
in a dyad will likely be at least marginally biased depending on current satisfaction in the relationship.
Negative feelings are strong psychological factors and their potential to affect the results of this study
cannot be overlooked.
It is also possible, however, that significant others who receive higher scores on the IPS are more
likely to conduct relationships in a way that makes being a part of the dyad or the end of the relationship
satisfying for the other participant. For example, individuals who are “considerate,” “understanding,”
“honest,” and “reliable” will probably end relationships in positive ways for the other person, leaving
a positive view of the partner after the split. Similarly, it is likely that individuals who have a good
job do not have as satisfying relationships as individuals who are trustworthy. Support for this comes
from the moderately strong correlation between relational satisfaction and warmth-trustworthiness
scores, as opposed to the only slightly positive correlation between relational satisfaction and statusresources scores. The high amount of satisfaction in the most recent relationships also indicates that this
explanation is valuable since there are few respondents who are belligerently maligning their former
relationships. Even if respondents are biased towards providing a more positive view of their significant
others than is true, the difference between ideals and real relationships still remains significant.
The results indicate that while the difference between individuals’ ideals for significant others and
the attributes of their actual significant others (H1), the only area in which the ideals are higher than the
real scores is the characteristic of warmth-trustworthiness. Also worthy of note is the disparity between
male and female ideals for relationships (H2) and the strong positive correlation between relational
satisfaction and the score of ideal characteristics.
Limitations
The most prominent limitation of the current study is that individuals reported subjectively
about their own ideals and real significant others. A more robust design might have included a survey
that was sent to a respondent’s significant other in an attempt to obtain a more accurate understanding
of the significant other’s characteristics. Being able to better assess the significant other’s actual—not just
perceived—characteristics would have allowed for a more complete comparison with the individual’s
ideal characteristics.
Another limitation is the population sampled for the survey. Though undergraduate students are
adults and have a good conception of what they look for in a potential significant other, the process of
creating and discovering identity and desires is still occurring during this time and respondents may not
have accurately indicated their desires or know what their desires will be in several years. Conducting a
survey with single people in their 30s might yield different results.
The religiosity of respondents may have also limited the results. Since the survey was conducted at
a private university, the values associated with religious belief may have been reflected disproportionately
in the results. Religious individuals tend to shy away from portraying themselves or appraising one
person over another for extrinsic reasons. Perhaps this is why the sub-score for status-resources is
significantly lower than the score for warmth-trustworthiness.
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Future Research
One interesting avenue for potential future research would explore the disparity between genders
in the ideal characteristics, as well as the reasoning behind the differences and related concepts. Research
investigating this area may eventually overlap with developing research about gender and sex roles, but
the implications for this research are interesting nonetheless.
Another engaging area of study is to probe the polarization of ideals described in the limitations.
A study trying to discover the threshold at which characteristics are apparent in significant others would
prove useful in determining the validity of the results of the current research. Similarly, studying the
perception of certain characteristics and their correlation with relational satisfaction might reveal ways to
conduct this study in a more highly calibrated manner.
One final area worthy of further research is the relationship between religiosity and religious
ideals. A similar study at a public university would enable comparisons between the ideals and the
differences between ideals and real relationships based on religiosity and religious belief. Regardless
of any difference that exists, the research would prove useful in analyzing relationships. Since many
religious individuals claim to be different from non-religious individuals in their morals and ideals, it
may be possible that there is no difference and any sense of propriety based in such a belief would be
misplaced. It also would be enlightening to find a significant difference, as it would highlight the effects of
religion on such ideals.
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Appendix A
Ideal Partner Scale Characteristics
Warmth-Trustworthiness

Understanding
Supportive
Considerate
Kind
Good listener
Sensitive
Trustworthy
Warm
Affectionate
Reliable
Friendly
Communicative

Vitality-Attractiveness

Status-Resources

Adventurous
Nice body
Outgoing
Sexy
Attractive
Good lover
Active lifestyle
Sporty and athletic
Confident
Independent
Ambitious
Interesting
Spontaneous
Good fun
Good sense of humor
Assertive
Creative
Intelligent

Good job
Financially secure
Nice house or apartment
Appropriate ethnicity
Successful
Dresses well
Appropriate age
Religious beliefs
Does not smoke

Honest
Mature
Stable
Romantic
Broad-minded
Easygoing
Self-aware
Generous
Deals well with criticism
Likes children
Good relationship with
family

Appendix B

Understanding
Considerate
Good listener
Warm
Reliable
Friendly
Communicative
Stable
Broad–minded
Self–aware
Generous

Sex

M

SD

Male

4.24

0.495

Female

4.50

0.528

Male

4.27

0.566

Female

4.58

0.522

Male

4.15

0.680

Female

4.50

0.590

Male

3.94

0.574

Female

4.14

0.658

Male

4.42

0.581

Female

4.63

0.513

Male

4.24

0.605

Female

4.44

0.631

Male

4.30

0.551

Female

4.54

0.577

Male

4.12

0.663

Female

4.37

0.598

Male

3.58

0.819

Female

3.87

0.813

Male

3.87

0.625

Female

4.13

0.633

Male

3.87

0.716

Female

4.17

0.656
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t

df

Sig.

–3.458

212

0.001

–3.915

212

0.000

–3.806

212

0.000

–2.097

212

0.037

–2.516

212

0.009

–2.14

212

0.033

–2.85

212

0.005

–2.718

212

0.007

–2.403

212

0.017

–2.835

212

0.005

–3.06

212

0.002
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Appendix B, continued
Good relationship

Male

4.10

0.907

with family

Female

4.35

0.738

Male

3.66

0.827

Female

3.16

0.709

Male

3.69

0.957

Female

3.12

0.933

Male

4.07

0.681

Female

3.60

0.782

Male

3.60

0.719

Female

3.91

0.767

Male

3.76

0.720

Female

4.10

0.676

Male

3.42

0.819

Female

3.81

0.666

Male

2.93

0.858

Female

3.50

0.847

Male

2.96

0.727

Female

3.57

0.899

Nice house or

Male

2.22

0.885

apartment

Female

2.66

0.910

Appropriate

Male

2.63

1.191

ethnicity

Female

2.22

1.127

Male

3.13

0.851

Female

3.56

0.837

Male

4.18

1.029

Female

4.44

0.829

Nice body
Sexy
Attractive
Independent
Ambitious
Assertive
Good job
Financially secure

Successful
Does not smoke
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–2.128

212

0.034

4.539

212

0.000

4.119

212

0.000

4.293

212

0.000

–2.837

212

0.005

–3.286

212

0.001

–3.431

212

0.000

–4.61

212

0.000

–5.327

212

0.000

–3.278

212

0.001

2.378

212

0.018

–3.415

212

0.001

–1.992

212

0.048
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“What to Sight and Smell Was
Sweet”: Flowers and Gardening
in Paradise Lost
Linnea White

F

lowers and gardening have been part of human life since God placed Adam and Eve in the Garden
of Eden. In Milton’s epic Paradise Lost, flowers and the act of gardening enhance the meaning of the
poem and give insight into life before and after sin corrupted God’s creation. Milton’s use of plant and
floral imagery highlights the changes and continuities between unfallen and fallen life in Paradise Lost.
Flowers appear in both heaven and Eden, highlighting the beauty of God’s presence. In heaven,
the flowers are eternal and unchanging, while in Eden, they grow and change. Adam and Eve’s care for
the garden is develops and strengthens their relationship with each other and with God. After the fall,
the garden suffers along with Adam and Eve, but also is a conduit of God’s grace.
Heaven is a place of beauty, and flowers are a part of that beauty in Milton’s epic. Beautiful scent
is often mentioned along with flowers in Paradise Lost. The demon Mammon says in Book Two that
God’s altar in heaven “breathes/Ambrosial Odours and Ambrosial Flowers” (2.245). For Milton, flowers
are not only a visual experience, but also involve fragrance, something that he appreciated as a blind man.
The “Immortal Amarant” is one of the plants growing in heaven (3.353). According to Roy Flannagan
in The Riverside Milton, Christian legend tells that the amarant (or amaranth) was moved from earth to
heaven after the fall because it was a perfect, undying flower (Flannagan, 426) and the fallen earth was
unworthy of it. As God’s dwelling place, heaven is perfect and permanent.
There also roses in Milton’s heaven (2.364). John Gerard’s The Herbal or General History of Plants:
The Complete 1633 Edition as Revised and Enlarged by Thomas Johnson, written in Milton’s time, shows
the importance of roses to writers and gardeners in the seventeenth century: “the Rose doth deserue
the cheifest and most principall place among all flours whatsoeuer; being not onely esteemed for his
beautie, vertues, and his fragrant and odiferous smell, but also because it is the honor and ornament of
our English Scepter” (Gerard, 1259). It is fitting that Milton emphasizes the presence of roses in heaven.
Heaven is perfect, and so should have the best imaginable flowers. Since roses were a symbol of royalty, it
is fitting that God, the king of the universe has roses in his presence.
In contrast, Milton depicts hell as a place that lacks all of heaven’s beauty, including flowers. In
hell, he uses plants mainly as similes and metaphors. The actual plants are not present, but provide
images to help readers picture the unknown. This absence of flowers parallels the absence of God’s
presence in hell. Images of dead plants describe the living death the demons experience. Milton
compares the demons to “autumnal leaves” (1.303) and “scattered sedge/Afloat” (1.305-6), both images of
dead plants. Later in book 1, Milton compares the demons to scorched trees:
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…they stood,
Their glory withered. As when heaven’s fire
Hath scathed the forest oaks, or mountain pines,
With singèd top their stately growth though bare
Stands on the blasted heath. (1.611-15)
The plant similes emphasize the ugliness and death of hell. The demons may not be dead, but they
have experienced significant loss of their former splendor, and Milton’s use of dead and dying plants
corresponds to the true life that the demons lost.
Hell is a place that breeds darkness, not light and life. The things that grow there are not flowers,
but unnatural monsters: “Where all life dies, death lives and nature breeds,…/Gorgons and hydras, and
chimeras dire” (1.625,628). In The Harmonious Vision: Studies in Milton’s Poetry, Don Cameron Allen
points out that “absence from God is symbolized throughout the epic by a privation of light” (103). Since
hell lacks God’s presence and therefore light, things that require life, such as plants, cannot live there. The
conditions of hell stand in contrast to Eden as well as heaven.
Unfallen Eden is beautiful, abundant and nurturing. It has “Groves whose rich Trees wept
odorous Gumms and Balme” (4.349) and “Flours of all hue, and without Thorn the Rose” (4.256).
Flannagan point out that much like amaranth in heaven, thornless roses were legendary flowers that
existed on earth before the fall, when nature was completely nurturing (Flannagan, 449). In lines 258260 of Book 4, Milton describes the grape vine as not only providing fruit, but also shade. Throughout
Book 4 Eden is a wholesome, unmarred garden. The plants in Eden provide food and beauty without
dangers such as thorns.
When the angel Raphael recounts the world’s creation to Adam in book 7, he says that when the
flowers were created on the third day, “Earth now/Seemd like to Heav’n, a seat where Gods might dwell”
(7.328-9). For Milton, flowers bring the beauty of heaven down to earth. Eden is less than heaven, but
still a place that God deems “good” (7.337). Eden, as part of God’s unfallen creation, full of light and life
is heaven-like.
Milton describes the garden as “tending to wilde” in 9.212. According to John R. Knott in his
article “Milton’s Wild Garden,” the word wild usually had negative connotations in the seventeenth
century and Milton’s use of it here would have caught his earlier readers’ attention (Knott, 69). In this case
“wilde” suggests that Eden “promises pleasures that would seem excessive in any other context,” Knott
writes (Knott, 70). The Garden of Eden is not the same as any garden after the fall. In Milton’s depiction
of the pre-fall world, wild did not mean dangerous or undesirable. Unlike conventional English gardens,
Eden is “not nice Art/In Beds and curious Knots, but Nature boon/Powrd forth profuse” (4.241-30). The
garden does not need strict organization, but its constant growth means that it needs gardeners to keep it
from becoming unkempt.
The garden may be unfallen, but it still requires tending from Adam and Eve. Despite being
unfallen, Adam and Eve are not perfect, and must work and learn. According to Joanna Piciotto’s article
“Reforming the Garden: The Experimentalist Eden and ‘Paradise Lost,’” “the slow, incremental growth
of flowers and their responsiveness to cultivation make them fit emblems for the progress of knowledge”
(Picciotto, 57). Adam and Eve must “Lop overgrown, or prune, or prop or bind” because even in an
unfallen state, the garden grows out of control (9.210). The flowers that Eve mentions as she reminds
Adam of the work they need to do are woodbine, ivy, roses, and myrtle (9.216-19). In Milton’s Eve Diane
Kelsey McColley notes that ivy and woodbine are vines that will destroy whatever they are climbing on if
not directed and pruned (McColley, 147). Eve recognizes that she can improve the health and beauty of
the garden.
Not only did Milton appreciate the beauty of gardens, he was aware of the work they required, so
for him, according to Milton’s Imagery by Theodore Howard Banks, “a garden with its wholesome herbs
and flowers is…the symbol of conscientious and loving interest and of pastoral care” (Banks, 105). Adam
and Eve’s work in Eden is enjoyable (9.208) because it flows out of their love for the garden and its plants.
The garden not only “needs” but also “responds” to Eve’s work and care, McColley points out (McColley,
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146). Adam and especially Eve build a relationship with the plants through working in the garden.
Milton does not see work as negative and in fact, work in Paradise Lost promotes improvement.
Adam and Eve are not the only ones who work; according to Picciotto, “even Milton’s angels are kept
occupied with constant errands” (Picciotto, 44). Before the fall, Picciotto points out, “he [Adam] and
Eve never succumb to the temptation to hate their jobs” (Picciotto, 45). Rather, they accept and enjoy
working in the garden. In Paradise Lost, work is part of the good world God created, not an evil result of
the fall. Thus, the flowers God plants in Eden require Adam and Eve to work and care for them.
The flowers are connected not only to Adam and Eve’s work and learning, but also to their
innocent sexuality. Woodbine (honeysuckle), ivy, roses, and myrtle are “symbols of conjugal love.” Eve’s
attention to them shows her understanding that, as McColley puts it, “their flowering love for each other
will remain harmonious in proportion to their participation in the harmony of all creation” (McColley,
147). Flowers provide Adam and Eve’s marriage bed. The growth and work that goes into the garden
parallels the work Adam and Eve must put into their marriage for it to grow and flourish. Like the
garden, Adam and Eve have the capacity to grow, learn and become more complete.
The flowers provide a visual model for marriage as well. Work in the garden is described in
terms of marriage: “they led the Vine/To wed her Elm; she spous’d about him twines/Her marriageable
arms” (5.215-17). Imagery of garden and imagery of marriage are closely connected in Paradise Lost. As
McColley points out, harmony in the garden is linked to harmony in Adam and Eve’s relationship (147).
Banks observes that most of the flowers Milton uses bloom in spring or early summer, which
“represent youth” (107). In Eden, Adam and Eve live in a continual state of youthful springtime bliss.
Youth, love and spring go together in conventional thinking. Spring and its flowers are short-lived, as
readers know that Adam and Eve’s time in Eden will be.
After Adam and Eve sin, all creation, including the flowers suffers, but plants are also agents of
grace. As soon as she eats fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, Eve begins worshiping the
tree (9.795-802). Although she loved plants before sinning, she did not praise them in place of God.
Even before Adam has eaten the forbidden fruit, the garden displays the consequences of Eve’s sin. The
roses he picked for Eve are “faded,” just as all Earth is as a result of the fall (9.893). Sin upsets the balance
of spring and introduces death to the garden.
Adam and Eve’s sin brings death and judgment, as God warned them. They and the whole earth
become cursed. The fall causes discord in relationships: Adam and Eve’s relationship to God, their
relationship with each other, and their relationship with the plants and animals. They must leave the
garden, a prospect that deeply grieves Eve.
Eve’s lament about leaving Eden shows her relationship to the garden. She says she tended the
flowers, and also gave them names. For Milton, naming is a way of acknowledging relationship and
requires knowledge. Adam names the animals (8.350-3), but Eve is given the privilege of naming the
flowers. John Leonard points out in “Language and Knowledge in Paradise Lost” that “to name creatures
in Paradise was to know their essences, not just to design convenient designations” and the same is true
of Eve and the flowers (Leonard, 131). Eve knows the flowers in a way not even Adam does because she
named them.
Eve calls the garden a “nuptial Bowre” in her lament (11.280). To her, leaving the garden also
means leaving the bliss of unfallen marriage. In comparison to the garden and because of the fall, the
rest of the world is “obscure” and “wilde” (11.283-4). According to the OED, obscure can mean “deficient
in light.” The fallen world is now one step closer to hell because it has lost some of its light, making it a
less ideal environment for plants. “Wilde” in this context does carry the negative connotations that were
common in Milton’s day. Even before the fall, the plants outside the garden were not tended, and now,
after the fall, they will be wild in an unwelcoming sense.
Although the fall brings necessary judgment on Adam, Eve, and the earth, God provides grace
even in the punishment. Eating from the tree of knowledge obscured Adam’s eyesight, so “Michael from
Adam’s eyes the Filme remov’d/…then purg’d with Euphrasie and Rue/The visual Nerve” (11.412, 41415). Flannagan points out that the herbs euphrasy and rue were herbs that Milton, as a blind man, was
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familiar with because they were used to improve vision (Flannagan, 672). In the fallen world, infirmity is
a problem, but in grace, God provides healing herbs to combat it.
God’s grace extends beyond Adam and Eve’s needs to the problem of fallen mankind. The process
of transplanting provides an image of God’s work of grace and redemption through Jesus Christ. In Book
3, God anticipates both the fall and Jesus’ sacrifice. He tells Jesus that:
As in him perish all men, so in thee
As from a second root shall be restor’d,
As many as are restor’d, without thee none.
His crime makes guiltie all his Sons, thy merit
Imputed shall absolve them who will renounce
Their own both righteous and unrighteous deeds,
And live in thee transplanted, and from thee
Receive new life.
(3.288-94)
God uses a gardening metaphor to explain his redemptive plan. Even though Adam and Eve are removed
from the garden and separated from God because of their sins, Jesus’ sacrifice will allow their repentant
descendants to be replanted into relationship with God. This image is fitting especially because to Adam
and Eve, gardening means a nurturing, caring relationship. Just as Adam and Eve have cared for the
garden, God will care for them and their descendants. A restoration to the garden means a restoration of
the relationships that were broken when they sinned.
Milton uses of floral imagery to highlight key traits of life with and without God. Heaven is
a place of beauty, joy and immortal flowers. Likewise, Eden before the fall is full of beautiful flowers,
but here the flowers require loving care and guidance. The flowers in Eden are part of Adam and Eve’s
development in learning how to live in community with each other and how to tend the garden. After
the fall, the flowers on earth suffer the consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin, but also are a means of
God providing grace, both through healing herbs and as a metaphor of new life in Jesus Christ. Hell
lacks God’s grace and therefore also lacks flowers. For Milton, flowers are a fitting way of conveying the
unfaded beauty of the pre-fall world and the hope of continued beauty and redemption after the fall.
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Perception of Profanity in
Interpersonal Relationships
Ashley Pivaronas, Jessica Benham, and Stephanie Melhaff

S

wearing is a form of language commonly used, yet its use is oftentimes viewed negatively in certain
contexts (Johnson & Lewis, 2010). Swearing is an interesting form of expression because it is not
a behavior typically taught or encouraged by authority figures (Thelwall, 2008). Hamilton (1989)
emphasized the importance of examining the influence of perception of profanity usage by the receiver of
the profanity, noting that perceived obscenity can differ from person to person. This study examined how
gender and political orientation influence perception of profanity usage. Relationship to the user of the
expletive, as well as the specific expletive used, were evaluated as factors in perception as well.
Rationale

The use of profanity in an interpersonal setting is worthy studying because it impacts how
people perceive others in interpersonal relationships. For instance, Johnson and Lewis (2010) stated that
swearing is a form of language that has interested scholars because it is commonly used, yet note that the
effects are understudied due to a focus on “reasons for swearing or descriptions of swearing in television
programming” (p. 107). Since it is so common, the use of profanity is something nearly everyone has
experienced and been affected by.
The effects of swearing can be interpersonal and depend upon the action and reaction of people,
which is at the core of communication research. Words are used to communicate meaning; coordination
of meaning requires that insight is gained into how others perceive words, because others never fully
know how the message is received without feedback. In this study, feedback will be gathered to explore
the effects of profane language, specifically when it comes to the relationship between gender, status,
political orientation, and swearing.
Literature Review
Perception of profanity has been an area heavily studied by communication scholars, who have
come to various conclusions about the role of gender, age, education, social norms, status, context, and
power in determining the offensiveness of a given word. The existing literature has tended to focus
especially on gender differences, with an emphasis on surveying college students and categorizing words
by intensity or offensiveness. Thus, the literature categorizes types of expletives, characterizes differences
in perception, places the expletives in context, and provides methods by which to evaluate expletive use.
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Definitions
In order to begin this study, an overall definition of profanity was needed in order for specific
words used by people to be denoted as expletives. Jay and Janschewitz (2008) defined swearing as “the use
of taboo language with the purpose of expressing the speaker’s emotional state and communicating that
information to listeners” (p. 268). They proposed that profanity can either be planned or unplanned. If it
was planned, it was not necessarily offensive; the context and use of the profanity determined whether it
was impolite or polite. If it was unplanned, it was a result of an uncensored emotional response and the
effect was also not always negative; the level of offensiveness may have been unintentional on the part of
the sender, though it was often not perceived that way by the receiver.
Thelwall (2008) defined swearing as “the use of any word or phrase that is likely to cause offense
when used in middle class polite conversation,” and notes that these words and phrases shift over time
due to cultural changes (p. 85). Expletives, according to De Klerk (1991), are words that “belong in the
area of linguistic taboo…focus is typically sex and excretion…and anything that has a sacred place” (p.
157). Thus, Thelwall (2008) noted the correlation between swearing and offensiveness, while De Klerk
(1991) identified that swearing is a social taboo. Both articles point to the fact that swearing has been
viewed as a restricted social custom, as it should not be used in polite conversation and is viewed most
negatively when used by females.
Sapolsky, Shafer & Kaye (2011) and Sapolsky and Kaye (2005) were the authors of a word
designation outline that divided profane words into specific categories, which many articles thereafter
have used to define profanity. The outline contained words that were to be considered expletives and
what category the expletive would fall into. This made it easier to study profanity, since researchers could
designate specific categories and ensure no confusion around which words were profane and which were
not. Here is a synopsis of the words that were considered offensive, and what category the words fell into:
Seven Dirty Words: cocksucker, cunt, fuck, motherfucker, piss, shit, tits
Sexual Words: pussy, dick
Excretory Words: shithead, asshole, douchebag
Strong Words: whore, bastard, bitch, son of a bitch
Mild Words: God/Lord, Christ/Jesus Christ, slut, goddamn (Sapolsky et al., 2011, pp. 55, 54).
Thelwall (2008) referred to 15 different categories of swearwords. These include:
Predicative negative adjective: the film is shit
Adverbial booster: fucking marvellous
Cursing expletive: fuck you!
Destinational usage: fuck off!
Emphatic adverb/adjective: he fucking did it
Figurative extension of literal meaning: to fuck about
General expletive: oh fuck!
Idiomatic set phrase: fuck all
Literal usage denoting taboo referent: we fucked
Imagery based on literal meaning: kick the shit out of
Premodifying intensifying negative adjective: the fucking idiot
Pronominal form with undefined referent: got shit to do
Personal: Personal insult referring to defined entity: you fuck!
Reclaimed usage with no negative intent: niggaz as used by black rappers
Religious oath used for emphasis: by God (p. 87).
Thelwall (2008) selected specific swear words and categorizes them based on BBC guidelines,
which label three strengths of swearwords, and the US “dirty words” list. He also looks to the formation,
purpose, strength, spellings and implicit use of swearing as important categories for research.
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The categories developed by Thelwall (2008) were focused more on the grammatical usage of the
expletives, while those created by Sapolsky et al. (2011) and Sapolsky and Kaye (2005) grouped the words
based on similar meanings or strength ratings of the word.
Gender Differences
Much scholarly activity has occurred within the realm of gender differences in expletive use and
perception, regardless of whether this was the original focus of the research. This was due to the fact that
almost every study involved both men and women, and trends that were drawn within the results of the
findings with both men and women were too significant to ignore. For instance, in Bostrom, Baseheart,
& Rossiter (1973), the researchers were studying the effect of profanity on persuasiveness, and in the end,
they found gender to have a “significant effect” (p. 469) on the ability of the speaker to persuade others,
including it in their results sections though it was not a part of the original hypothesis.
Most articles that studied the relationship between gender and profanity found that it is widely
expected that women not use profanity, meaning that males who use profanity were generally seen
as more socially acceptable than females (Bostrom et al., 1973; Cohen & Saine, 1977; De Klerk, 1991;
Hamilton, 1989; Howell & Giuliao, 2011; Sapolsky et al., 2011; Thelwall, 2008). Hamilton (1989) also
found that gender differences played a big role in perceived lewdness, competence, trustworthiness,
sociability, pleasantness, and politeness. Both men and women were perceived negatively in those five
categories if they used profanity, but women experienced a more negative response than men in those
categories if they swore.
Cohen and Saine (1977) conducted a study in which they examined “the effects of profanity on
observer judgments of a speaker’s character,” with special regard to gender difference (p. 45). Their study
found that a speaker’s use of profanity resulted in an increase in negative perceptions of the speaker, but
that members of one gender viewed members of the opposite gender less negatively than those of the
same gender (Cohen & Saine, 1977). Females, according to the research, tend to be more offended by use
of explicit language than males. Sapolsky et al. (2011) found that female participants were more likely
to find words significantly offensive than male participants. Howell and Giuliao (2011) found a similar
result, discovering that men who swear at women are judged more harshly by participants than women
swearing at women or men swearing at men. Another interesting finding cited by Howell and Giuliao
(2011) was that men overall were less offended by swearing in general than women were.
Research also finds that males tend to use stronger language than females. For instance, Thelwall
(2008) examined expletive use by male and female adolescents and found that, in both the UK and the
US, males used “significantly more moderate and very strong language” than females did (p. 96). The
study also found that specific words were used more often by either gender. In the UK, fuck, cunt, and ass
were used more commonly by males. In the US, whore and slut were used more often by females, while
fuck and nigga are significantly associated with males.
De Klerk (1991) tied the gender difference in profanity usage to social power, since women do not
tend to enjoy positions of power within the South African society that the study analyzed. This study also
found that males used stronger expletives than females, but noted that variables of age and education,
which are also variables of social power, positively impacted levels of expletive usage.
On the other hand, Johnson and Lewis (2010), in their research on profanity in the workplace,
found an interesting lack of a relationship between swearing and speaker sex. They conclude that it is
possible that sex differences are changing over time, as it is becoming more socially acceptable for females
to swear.
Also related to social power, a widespread intentional bias towards feminism has begun to
develop with regard to swearing, causing people to view women who swear less negatively (Hamilton,
2003). This means that women who are in favor of equality between the sexes, and are aware of the fact
that women are viewed more negatively than men are when they swear, intentionally try to swear more
to acclimate society towards this phenomenon. In other words, they try to take society’s thought captive,
and reform it.
49
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Sapolsky et al. (2011) found that conservatives tend to rate explicit language as more offensive
than liberals do. There was little mention of political orientation in other literature about expletive usage.
Speaker Relationship Differences
De Klerk (1991) noted that teenagers view expletive use by adults to be most inappropriate and
argued that this might be due to the teenage desire to rebel against social norms. Thelwall (2008) also
examined the influence of authority figures or adults and finds swearing an interesting form of expression
because it not a behavior that is typically taught or encouraged by authority figures.
Another common theme was the difference in perception that occurs between employee and
employer when expletives are used. Johnson and Lewis (2010) found that the use of profanity by a
superior was seen as both surprising and as a sign of incompetence, noting that this appeared to be
caused by the formal context of the interaction. In a casual, social gathering, the negative perceptions
were much lower, meaning participants expected and accepted the use of profanity in a non-professional
setting.
The coach-athlete relationship is another example of the impact of authority on perception of
profanity. Howell and Giuliao (2011) studied the effects of swearing in a coaching context. They found
that swearing overall was viewed negatively in a coaching context, and advised coaches to steer away
from it, especially within the context of giving criticism. They also found that use of profanity does not
increase the effectiveness of a coach’s speech in any way. This was because swearing was viewed to make
even the most neutral tones negative (Howell & Giuliao, 2011).
Age and Status Differences
De Klerk (1991) examined the role that status, which the study defined as social power, plays
in use of expletives by examining expletive use by teenagers. Older students generally used stronger
expletives than younger students did, while those who had attended a private school used stronger
expletives than those who had gone to a public school. De Klerk (1991) concluded that all three variables
– sex, age, and education – have an impact on social power, and therefore, on the use of expletives. Male
adolescents have an easier time breaking social norms than female adolescents, meaning that it might be
more accepted for male adolescents to push the boundaries on expletive usage.
Contextualizing Use of Expletives
Physical Location. Johnson and Lewis (2010) conducted research about the perception of
swearing at the workplace. Johnson and Lewis (2010) had desired to do additional research regarding the
location of the expletive use because they did not see adequate existing research within an interpersonal
setting and felt that past studies had not taken the context of expletive use into account.
Jay and Janschewitz (2008) researched the contextual elements of speaker, location and type
of word. They found that “it is more appropriate for a dean to swear in the office than it is to swear
anywhere else on campus. Conversely it is very inappropriate for a student to swear in a dean’s office
while it is entirely appropriate in a dorm room” (Jay & Janschewitz, 2008, p. 283).
Media. Thelwall (2008) examined the use of profanity by middle and high school students on
their personal MySpace pages. This was in an attempt to determine if there was a gender difference in use
of profanity on the Internet. Context was important because use of profanity in an online setting could or
could not be more acceptable than in an in-person setting.
Another study notes that “warning labels, bleeping, and gender” have an impact on how viewers
perceive the show and characters when profanity is present (Krcmar & Sohn, 2004, p. 570). Kaye and
Sapolsky have done a series of studies in the media profanity realm and found that ratings in general do
not accurately reflect the program content any longer. Kaye and Sapolsky (2001) found that the ratings
used on primetime television shows such as TV-PG, TV-G, or TV-L, were no longer accurate or up to
date. What was once rated as PG should have been considered TV-14 due to the program being more
laced with profanities than before; the researchers found that the same level of profanities used in a TV50
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14 show were the same as a TV-PG program. Then, in 2004, Kaye and Sapolsky found that there was a
sizeable increase in the use of profanity in the 21st century than previously documented in their 1997
study.
Their findings also supported the fact that more profanity was used specifically in the first hour
of primetime television, which is the hour that children and young adults watch the most. Human beings
in an impressionable age group such as children and young adults will likely mirror what they see on
TV. With this research, it can reasonably be concluded that if children are hearing more profanity on TV,
which Kaye & Sapolsky’s study proved, they will be more likely to swear in general.
Finally, in 2011, Sapolsky et al. conducted further research in their program, justifying their
work by noting that the use of expletives on television has been continuing to increase. In this study, the
authors specifically focus on the idea that time plays an important role in determining context, noting
that the offensiveness of words changes over time.
Interpersonal Conflict. The purpose of Young’s (2004) study was to examine the use of profanity
during situations of interpersonal conflict. She especially drew attention to the importance of attribution
theory, noting that the assumptions that a person makes about the other person’s intent during a conflict
situation can impact the relationship. This led Young (2004) to examine the importance of perception
of intent of profanity to conflict situations, since profane language, she notes, is commonly employed in
such scenarios.
Need for Further Research
Based on the literature review, clear areas of research within perception of profanity emerged:
gender, status, and political orientation. Because the existing literature disagreed on the relationship
between gender, status, and profanity usage, further research is necessary in these areas. Additionally, the
research on the relationship between political orientation and expletive use was sparse. Thus, this study
seeks to fill in these gaps and provide further analysis about these relationships.
Method
Hypotheses and Research Question
The areas of research mentioned above led to the following hypotheses and research question.
Hypothesis 1. Females will view each expletive as more offensive than males.
This hypothesis was tested by asking participants to disclose their gender. Gender was compared
with the ratings of expletives using an independent samples T-test.
Hypothesis 2. College students will judge authority figures more negatively than their peers for use of
profane language.
This hypothesis was tested by asking participants to provide ratings of offensiveness on a Likerttype scale for categories of authority figures and peers. The ratings on words when used by each category
of person were added together to form a single value for overall perception of usage by that category
of person. A paired-samples t-test was run to compare the difference in perception of profanity usage
between college students and parents, college students and professors, and college students and bosses.
RQ. Will there be a significant difference in how political conservatives and political liberals view each
expletive?
There is very little existing scholarly literature on the issue. It was tested by asking participants to
disclose political orientation via the Likert-type scale established by the ANES Guide to Public Opinion
and Electoral Behavior, which classified participants into the following groups: extremely liberal, liberal,
slightly liberal, moderate, slightly conservative, conservative, extremely conservative, haven’t thought
much about it. A One-Way ANOVA was run to identify any significant difference in perception by the
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groups. Participants who answered that they “haven’t thought much about” their political orientation
were removed from the results for two reasons. First, because this was not a category tested by the
research question and second, because the ANOVA would have coded these participants as even more
extreme than “extremely conservative” because of the relative position of the categories on the Likert-type
scale used.
Population and Survey
Three hundred students from a Midwestern university were quasi-randomly selected by culling
email addresses alphabetically from the student directory, adjusting for gender and year in school by
selecting an equal number of males and females, freshmen-seniors, to receive an email invitation to
complete a survey online (n=81 who opened the survey, 67 who completed). This reflects the fact that
much of the existing literature involved surveying undergraduate students (Hamilton, 1989; Jay &
Janschewitz, 2008; Johnson & Lewis, 2010; Sapolsky, et al., 2011; Young, 2004). Participants were asked
if English was their native language; those who answered “no” were removed from the survey, due
to the potential for language barriers to influence perception of the expletives (De Klerk, 1991; Jay &
Janschewitz 2008; Sapolsky, et al., 2011).
Expletives were categorized as follows according to the standards established by Sapolsky et al.
(2011) and Sapolsky & Kaye (2005):
Seven Dirty words: cocksucker, cunt, fuck, motherfucker, piss, shit, tits
Sexual words: pussy, dick
Excretory words: shithead, asshole, douchebag
Strong words: whore, bastard, bitch, son of a bitch
Mild words: God/Lord, Christ/Jesus Christ, slut, goddamn
The rating scales for the expletives were adapted from the survey created by Sapolsky et al. (2011).
Participants who chose to complete this survey were asked to rate the offensiveness of a specific profane
word when used by a specific category of person on a Likert-type scale of 1 to 7. One was not offensive
at all, seven was highly offensive. The types of people those within the study rated were college students,
employers, parents, and professors. College students were considered peers of the participants, while the
other three groups were considered authority figures.

Figure 1. Sample survey question. This figure illustrates the rating scale and categories used in the survey.
Results
Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis 1. Females will view each expletive as more offensive than males.
There was not a significant difference (p>.05) in perception between females and males of any of
the expletives when used by any of the categories of people.
https://spark.bethel.edu/colloquy/vol1/iss1/1
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Hypothesis 2
Hypothesis 2. College students will judge authority figures more negatively than their peers for use of
profane language.
Hypothesis 2 was significantly confirmed by the study, as college students judged parents,
professors, and bosses more negatively than their peers for use of profane language.
Hypothesis 2a. College students will judge parents more negatively than their peers for use of profane
language.
There was a significant difference (t(61)=-8.961, p<.001) between how college students viewed use
of profanity by parents (M=103.22) and by peers (M=84.85).
Hypothesis 2b. College students will judge professors more negatively than their peers for use of profane
language.
There was a significant difference (t(61)=-9.284, p<.001) between how college students viewed use
of profanity by professors (M=109.27) and by peers (M=84.39).
Hypothesis 2c. College students will judge bosses more negatively than their peers for use of profane
language.
There was a significant difference (t(61)=-9.435, p<.001) between how college students viewed use
of profanity by bosses (M=106.71) and by peers (M=84.89).
Research Question
RQ. Will there be a significant difference in how political conservatives and political liberals view each
expletive?
There was no significant difference (p >.05) between political conservatives and political liberals
in any of the interpersonal contexts. (n=48 conservatives, 13 moderates, 13 liberals, 7 who hadn’t thought
about it or declined to state).
Discussion
Hypothesis 1
This study, which finds a lack of significant difference in perception of profanity between males
and females, contradicts much previously conducted scholarly research (Cohen & Saine, 1997; Howell &
Guiliao, 2011; Sapolsky et al., 2011). It does, however, coincide with research conducted by Johnson and
Lewis (2010) and Stapleton (2003), which also found no relationship between gender and swearing.
A potential reason for this difference is that gender differences are changing over time; as it
becomes more acceptable for females to swear, negative perception of expletive-use by females decreases.
This could also be tied to the issue of social power; as feminists attempt to intentionally shift societal
attitudes toward expletive-use, female perception of profanity also shifts (Hamilton, 2003).
A limitation of this study was a significant lack of males who participated; there were over twice
as many females who took the survey as males, which could have potentially impacted the results.
Hypothesis 2
The findings related to Hypothesis 2 are consistent with the literature. It extends De Klerk’s (1991)
study, which noted that teenagers view expletive use by adults to be most inappropriate, by also finding
that college students view the use of expletives by those older or in authority as most inappropriate.
Results support the findings of Johnson and Lewis (2010) by showing that use of profanity by a boss is
viewed negatively. The study also expands on the previous literature by showing that profanity usage by
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parents and professors is also viewed negatively, as none of the literature we examined looked specifically
to the parent-child relationship or to the professor-student relationship. Howell and Giuliao (2011)
examined the coach-athlete relationship, which relate to the present results on perception of professor
usage of profanity because of their finding that coaches’ use of profanity is viewed negatively, as both are
teacher-student relationships. Both coaches and professors tend to encourage students to achieve and
to reach goals; the use of profanity in such situations would most likely be viewed similarly due to the
similar contexts.
A reason why college students might view use of profanity by authority figures as negative is that
it violates what they perceive to be the social norms (DeKlerk, 1991). Thelwall (2008) notes that teenagers
do not expect adults to legitimize profanity usage; the same assumption could quite possibly be true of
college students. Johnson and Lewis (2010) emphasize the importance of prior expectations in formation
of opinions about profanity usage. The use of profanity by an authority figure might therefore violate a
college student’s expectations for language use.
A limitation of the research within this hypothesis is that the survey did not specify the context in
which the authority figures were using profanity. Because perception of profanity most certainly depends
on the context in which it is used, this does restrict the conclusions that can be drawn within this portion
of the study.
Research Question
A substantial limitation with regard to the research question is that a majority of those who took
the survey were conservative. In fact, the number of political liberals is not even statistically significant.
Thus, while this study contradicts the findings of Sapolsky et al. (2011), this is quite possibly due to the
sample size and population.
Survey Completion
81 of the members of the survey population opened the survey. Of those, 13 exited the survey
upon seeing the first word, “cocksucker.” Only three other participants left at later points in the survey.
It was an intentional choice on the part of the researchers to put the most offensive words, the seven
dirty words, first in the survey. The thought was that those offended by these words would leave the
survey earlier as opposed to later, thus not wasting their time or the time of the researchers in culling
their responses out of the results. This appears to have been successful, as a significant majority of those
who left the survey exited after having electronically signed the informed consent, but prior to rating the
word, “cocksucker.”
Conclusion
Profanity and how it relates to perception impacts many different realms of interpersonal
communication. This research found that gender does not have a significant difference on the perception
of profanity, nor does political affiliation. The only significance the findings yielded was within the realm
of authority figures, which showed that profanity usage by professors, parents, and bosses is viewed more
negatively by college students than when it is used by their peers. This was consistent with the literature;
however, this study was unique in that it included parent-child and professor-student relationships as
factors. Regardless of what sphere profanity is found in, it undeniably impacts daily life and relationships,
which signifies its importance and relevance today.
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The Case of “Brown”
Sara Ellingsworth

T

he world is understood through the formation of categories, of defining what something is and what
something is not, totalizing an experience, person, or word in order to come to an understanding
of its essential meaning. Associations color one’s thoughts whether they are fully acknowledged or not.
Without exploring the associations, accumulated through personal experience, that determine one’s view
of another individual, there is a danger of marginalizing that person, instead of allowing them to fully
inhabit their identity. In the following, I aim to expose the ways in which Richard Rodriguez uses Jaques
Derrida’s concept of deconstruction as a way to discuss the complexities of race and the complications
that arise due to differing associations within language. I will also attempt to provide a possible definition
for the signifier “brown” by evaluating a considerably small sample of associations within the context of
Richard Rodriguez’s “The Brown Study.” I will not evaluate all of the associations included in the text,
however, due to the amount of space that would be required to deconstruct every association tied to
“brown.”
Richard Rodriguez
Richard Rodriguez is a noted editor of well-known news publications whose additions have
appeared in the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the American Scholar, Time and other
publications. Rodriguez has published three books, as well. In preparation for one of his books,
Rodriguez wrote an introductory essay titled “The Brown Study.”
After writing “The Brown Study,” Rodriguez stated, “I intended an essay dense with allusion and
filled with a despair for the entire literary enterprise (this brown, gay, “ethnic” writer, shelved in some
remote section of the bookstore.)” He also wrote, “I intended this essay to be the first chapter in my book
called Brown. I intended the essay to work as an overture for that book, to introduce its many themes, but
also raise the question: What should a brown voice sound like?”
Rodriguez’s “The Brown Study” deconstructs the problem of understanding the differences and
influences of race. The primary focus of Rodriguez’s deconstruction is to illuminate the complications of
what it means to be brown, what people associate with being brown, and how all of this lacks a solitary
definition that can be totalized. “The Brown Study” is a commentary on the sterility of simplifying the
complexities of race into a single signifier and leaving assumptions unnoticed.
In his short essay, Rodriguez uses the signifier “brown” and its variants 57 times. (He also employs
the French word marron which is translated into English as “brown.”) As Rodriguez uses this word, it
continually carries more meaning and associations, so that, by the end of the essay, a definition for the
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signifier “brown” lacks totalization.
Opening line
Rodriguez begins “The Brown Study” with the line, “Or, as a brown man, I think.” Without
context, the phrase takes on several possible meanings. Is the writer the subject of the sentence, with
“brown man” acting as a qualifier for himself, the subject? Is the writer referring to another man, as in
answering a question? Is he saying that only brown men can think, that thinking is exclusive to someone
of his nature? Or that he thinks in the way that a brown man would think?
Furthermore, the “Or” positioned as the first signifier suggests that this phrase is acting as an
opposition, but without the context, the meaning of that opposition is lost.
It is also important to question: why are the words “Or, as a” in italics? Does the author wish to
emphasize these? And, if so, why? What meaning is the author trying to expose and communicate?
Derrida
Literary theorist Jacques Derrida is concerned with the way in which people hold to the definite
assurance of a totalized meaning of a signifier. In Différance, Derrida asserts that language is an unstable
metaphysical structure that guides a culture’s concept of reality.
He argues that the meaning of signifiers is established through difference. He believes all texts are
constructed around elemental oppositions, that a word derives its meaning based on what it is not, in its
relationship to other words. Because of this, Derrida argues that the limits of a word should be exposed
for a more complete understanding in communication.
According to Derrida, language does not simply work on difference, but difference in union with
supplementarity. For example, the words that surround a signifier in a sentence affect the meaning of the
signifier and the associations a reader may have with that signifier. This is also true on the sentence-tosentence, sentence-to-paragraph, paragraph-to-paragraph, and text-to-text levels
Derrida argues that people carry different associations with signifiers. Similar to the limits of the
signifier, these associations should be exposed (at least partially) for better understanding. Therefore, in
Différance, Derrida coined a term and discussed its possible meanings, averting a concrete definition and
drawing upon several associations which could possibly supply meaning to the term.
This is similar to what Rodriguez does in “The Brown Study.” Rodriguez deconstructs the issues
of race by deconstructing the possible meanings and associations behind the signifier “brown.” As
Rodriguez continues to employ the signifier “brown,” the associations for “brown” continue to build upon
each other. At the end of the piece, it is evident that “brown” derives its meaning from the associations
built within the contexts of the piece.
Brown…
As in the example of the first line, there are problems of literary suggestiveness and association for
each use of “brown” that Rodriguez uses. In the sentence following the first, Rodriguez adds associations
to the signifier “brown.”
He states, “But do we really think that color colors thought?” Here, the signifier “color” is clearly
used as a noun and a verb. Through the use of repetition, Rodriguez highlights the incongruities that
occur in language and the locations for misunderstanding. He also states, “Sherlock Holmes occasionally
retired to a ‘brown study’—a kind of moribund funk; I used to imagine a room with brown wallpaper”
(119). Here, the reader is reminded of Rodriquez’s title, “The Brown Study.” By including the reference
to Sherlock Holmes’ brown study, and providing an explicit definition of what Rodriguez believes a
“brown study” is, he provides context and associations for his title. Every sentence, then, every word,
in the context of the essay is imbued with the association of Sherlock Holmes. Sherlock Holmes: the
60
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fictional character, the master detective, the resident of London, the creation of author and physician Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle. Sherlock Holmes, who first appeared in the context of the year 1887, and continued
to appear in over 50 publications, the fictional character who was a master of disguise, concealing his
identity in order to uncover a complicated mystery. This is the authority that overshadows Rodriguez’s
piece. Thus, all of the associations that surround Sherlock Holmes arguably surround every signifier in
the essay. In using Sherlock Holmes as an association that overshadows his essay, Rodriguez illuminates
the present need to uncover or expose that which remains unknown. That is, to expose the complexities
of associations and meanings in references and race.
To go further with the Sherlock Holmes associations, Rodriguez states that Holmes, “occasionally
retired to a ‘brown study’—a kind of moribund funk” (119). Rodriguez shows when the signifier “brown”
is supplemented by the signifier “study,” “brown” refers to a dying state of fear or dejection. Therefore, it
could be said that his entire essay is a “moribund funk,” a dying state of fear or dejection, and that all of
the signifiers in the essay work together to illuminate this message.
However, his definition could also lie within the associations in the phrase that follows, “a room
with brown wallpaper.” Is the essay then just “a room with brown wallpaper?” Is his text not a literary
text, but a physical text of society, like a shopping mall? Is his text a bare room, plastered over with
“brown?” And if so, why is it plastered and not painted?
In the paragraph which follows, Rodriguez illustrates how he sat in a jury room and listened to
the other jurors there . As he did, one man, who is described as “a man late in his twenties” prefaced his
remarks with, ‘As a black man, I think . . .” Here, Rodriquez provides the context for his opening sentence.
He goes on to say, “I have wondered, ever since, if that were possible. If I do have brown thoughts” (120).
This scene, like Sherlock Holmes, provides context for the entire essay, as it informs the reader about the
context of the introductory sentence, which is the first of the associations of “brown.”
Rodriguez states on page 121,
Most bookstores have replaced disciplinary categories with racial identification, or sexual. In
either case I must be shelved Brown. The most important theme in my writing is now my
impurity. My mestizo boast: as a queer, Catholic, Indian Spaniard at home in a temperate Chinese
city in a fading blond state in a post-Protestant nation, I live up to my sixteenth-century birth.
“Brown,” then, is also a category that can be shelved; it is a racial identification as well as a
sexual identification. And “brown” refers to the impure, which is associated with “dirty,” “unwanted,”
“abused,” and “tainted.” “Impurity” supplements “my mestizo boast,” which is supplemented by the
following associations: “queer,” (gay, strange, unordinary) “Catholic” (Christian, dogmatic, orthodox,
liturgical, traditional, devoted, fake) “Indian” (Asian, formerly colonized, spiritual, Native American) and
“Spaniard” (European, religious, traditional). These nouns are supplemented with “at home” (at a house,
at an apartment, having ownership, to be in a comfortable state) “in a temperate Chinese city” (moderate;
Asian, productive; municipal, a governed people), “in a fading blond state” (decaying, dying; golden,
white; territory, state of being), “in a post-Protestant nation” (beyond Western, beyond unorthodox;
people group, territory, country) “I live up to my” (fulfilling, not descending) “sixteenth-century birth”
(New World, Protestant Reformation, Heliocentric universe, revolutionary; new life). In listing the
associations after the phrase “My mestizo boast,” Rodriguez is clearly drawing on the complications of
totalizing a definition in order to create meaning, in this case, in order to illustrate the complications of
totalizing the identity of a person or group of people with a single signifier.
He goes on to say, “The future is brown, is my thesis—is as brown as the tarnished past. Brown
may be as refreshing as green. We shall see” (121). Thus, the future is brown (Or is this just a thesis? Or
is the future his thesis?). If the future is “brown,” then is “brown” is the future? But as seen from the title,
this is a “brown study,” that is in a dying state, a fearful state. Is the future, then, in a dying, fearful state?
Yet the future is only as brown as the tarnished past. What is the “brown” of the past, and what
does it mean to be tarnished?
And it’s possible for “brown” to be refreshing, but only as refreshing as green. How refreshing is
green?
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Rodriguez continues linking associations with “brown” in the following paragraph. He states,
“L.A., the unreal city, is brown already, though it wasn’t the other day I was there—it was rain-rinsed
and as bright as the dark age” (121). Thus, L.A. is unreal, and L.A. is brown. So, then, is brown unreal?
Does that mean the future is unreal? The past is unreal? Impurity is unreal? Mestizo is unreal? A sexual
identification is unreal? Sherlock Holmes is unreal?
On page 124 Rodriguez states, “Brown people know there is nothing in the world—no recipe, no
water, no city, no motive, no lace, no locution, no candle, no corpse that does not—I was going to say
descend—that does not become brown. Brown might, as well, be making.” Everything becomes brown.
Everything becomes maggots, both the future and the past? Everything becomes unreal? But only brown
people know this. Is that because they are already brown? Because they are already the future, the past,
maggots? Is it because they are already shelved brown, already categorized as impure? Brown is making
as well as dying, creating as well as decaying.
Rodriguez intentionally structures the latter sentence, “Brown might, as well, be making” with
literary incongruities. Is “brown” possibly making an addition to something? If so, what is “brown”
supplementing? And why is it only a possibility that “brown” may be making an addition? Or should
“brown” be obligated to make, might as well make?
Rodriguez concludes his essay by stating, “I think I probably do. (Have brown thoughts.)” (131).
At this point in the essay, the signifier “brown” is charged with thousands of associations.
The phrases here stand alone as a paragraph, as the opening sentence does. The first sentence
contains two qualifiers: “think” and “probably.” The addition of these qualifiers emphasizes the lack of
assurance that comes from the instability of language. Also, by placing the phrase “Have brown thoughts”
in parenthesis and ending in a period makes it appear as if a sentence. Yet, this fragment lacks a subject
and the phrase only has meaning based on its context to the sentence preceding it. This phrase is acting
as a qualifier for the preceding sentence. By crafting the phrase in such a way, Rodriguez is exposing the
limits of his sentence. Understanding that the reader would not be able to follow the thoughts in his mind
without supplementarity, he exposes a portion of his personal context and associations. Rodriguez’s piece
exemplifies the very thing he wishes his audience would do.
Thus, “brown” is…
“Brown” could be decaying, but could also be the future. “Brown” is the past, but it is also possibly
creating. “Brown” is unreal, but is as real as the color of someone’s skin. “Brown” might be like green, but
“brown” is definitely not black.
There is no definition that can totalize the meaning of the signifier “brown” at the end of
Rodriguez’s essay, due to the ways in which he deconstructs the signifier’s differing associations. As
illustrated, meanings become complicated once the associations with the signifier begin to be exposed.
However, I believe Rodriguez would argue this is a crucial task. Without exposing the associations and
personal contexts with words and thoughts, complete meanings are unknowable.
Meanings of signifiers are complicated due to the differing Derridian supplements that are
connected to them, and the effect that those supplements have on the signifiers.. Rodriguez plays with
this idea by structuring sentences in ways that allow for several different meanings based on the how
words are ordered and their interaction with one another.
For Rodriguez, it is important to notice the ways in which the signifier “brown” pulls itself apart
because this action illustrates how meanings are neglected or lost when people don’t seek to expose or
discover their own associations. This results in assumptions being made, which is what I believe irks
Rodriguez. Instead, he would argue that one should expose the limits of understanding rather than
assuming one that is complete..
This is especially true for the identity of a person, which is the heart of Rodriguez’s argument; it’s
a matter of knowing people and feeling known. Often, people assume they know someone or understand
someone based on that person’s racial identification or their cultural context. Yet, as Rodriguez
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demonstrates, understanding a totalization is complicated. Unless someone seeks to understand
the associations of a culture, the assumptions they have about a person within it will always remain
incomplete. Someone’s identity cannot be totalized in one word.
I argue that what Rodriguez would have his audience do, then, is seek to understand others
through investigating the meanings located within their relationships and to investigate the personal
associations or references that color them, rather than following cultural assumptions.
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The Genre of the Meme
Thomas Monson
Introduction

T

he development and proliferation of the Internet has led to numerous discoveries in the study of
media and communication. Such a recent development in online communication is the rise of
the online meme. The traditional meaning of meme has been transformed and has developed a new
meaning within the sphere of online communication. The meme as defined by its new meaning has
recurred in myriads, which have provided enough reason and data to develop a rhetorical genre for
the subject. The first half of this study—the background—will begin with an orientation to the meme,
an explanation of generic criticism, and a look at ten examples of generic criticism. The second half
of this study—the analysis—will begin with an application of the theory to the artifacts by developing
common characteristics, contextual commonalities, and representative qualities; then an analysis of the
generic development through rhetorical strategy, rhetorical situation, and audience effects; and finally a
development of implications of this study.
Background

Orientation to the Meme
Traditional Definition. The origin of the term “meme” is in the book The Selfish Gene by
Richard Dawkins from 1976, as he defines it as the basic unit of culture (Chick, 1999). A meme according
to Merriam-Webster Dictionary is “an idea, behavior, style, or usage that spreads from person to person
within a culture” (2012). The general concept springing from this definition of the meme is essentially
any component of a culture whatsoever. Such a definition is too broad to comprehend, so another
more tangible conception is necessary for continuing this thought. Dictionary.com defines the meme
as something relatively more tangible and specifiable- “a cultural item that is transmitted by repetition
in a manner analogous to the biological transmission of genes” (2012). This concept then narrows the
understanding of the meme to the notion of a cultural unit that is communicated over and over. The
word “meme” has also come to mean something much more specific in recent online communications.
Development of the Online Meme. The meme has now become viewed as something far more
tangible than a cultural unit transmitted through repetition. The newfound tangibility of the online
meme is from the specificity of the online culture and environment. Additionally, the online meme is
tangible because it is now easily recognizable. While the technical definition of the online meme includes
any idea that is transmitted electronically, such as a mood ring, hyperlink, or phrase, the online meme
has come to be commonly recognized as a combination of a picture and a short blurb spread through
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social media (Schubert, 2003).
In understanding this anomaly, it is important to begin with a working description to orient any
sort of study of such a genre. The baseline for the online meme is the combination of a single picture
and short blurb via text. An understanding of the makeup of such a meme and its characteristics will
be further developed in the analysis of historical clustering. The online meme exists within the sort of
ambiguity that makes up its traditional definition. Its time or place of inception is unclear (as is the origin
of the vast majority of these particular memes), but it is possible to strip away such ambiguity in order to
understand the basis of this genre. The online meme is a form of communication that usually includes
graphic and textual components and a general tone of sarcastic (and occasionally ironic) humor, and fits
in one of two substantial categories: still picture and sketched. The still picture category is made up of a
screen shot of an event as the primary backdrop and has text printed across it that ties in another one or
more rhetorical situations. The sketched category of the meme depicts either a single picture or a comic
strip using a set of sketched facial expressions specifically developed to be used along with stick figures
and text printed across the image. One example of the sketched category and the six selected artifacts of
this study can be viewed in the appendix. For the sake of specificity and focus this paper will examine the
first category: still image.
Description of the Artifacts
The artifacts selected for this generic criticism are six popular online memes: “Replacement
Referees,” “Alzheimer’s,” “Binders Full of Women,” “Queen of England,” “Joker,” and “Tuition.” This
section will briefly describe each of these memes and very briefly their rhetorical situation. It should be
noted that the senders and/or creators of the memes are largely unknown.
The “Replacement Referees” meme pictures two referees from the National Football League
discussing a call on a football field. The words over the picture say, “After further review, the runner did
not touch second base. Touchdown Celtics.” The first sentence is in smaller white block letters at the top
of the meme and the phrase “Touchdown Celtics” is in larger white block letters at the bottom of the
page. The meme depicts a common picture used to show the replacement referees, shows two of them
discussing, uses words to create a blatantly confused air about the referees, and jokes that the replacement
referees don’t even know what sport they’re officiating. By its nature this meme, like all others, is sent
over and over by means of social networking and websites. Thus the sender of this particular meme can
be viewed as the ambiguous “sports fan.” The intended receivers/audience are Internet users in general,
although it is specifically targeted at other sports fans that keep up-to-date on football, basketball, and
baseball. At this point it is important to note that each of the senders of the different artifacts must
remain in broad terms as opposed to specifically defined authors due to the ambiguity created by their
channel, which is the internet. Thus the artifact constitutes a form of online communication between
sports fans through the use of the public sphere of the internet and contributes to a specific culture.
The “Alzheimer’s” meme depicts an old, Caucasian man with his arms crossed on a background
of alternating red and green rays. There are the words “I may have Alzheimer’s but at least I don’t have
Alzheimer’s” printed across it. The phrase “I may have Alzheimer’s” is in larger white block letters across
the top of the meme, while the rest of the text is noticeably smaller at the bottom of the page. This meme
does not apply to a specific context, but rather the general event of an elderly person struggling with the
disease. The sender can be viewed as the broad personification of the “Alzheimer’s observer” that appears
to be relatively insensitive to the disease at face value because of the nature of their meme. The audience
appears to be Internet viewers that have or are open to having a sarcastic perspective on Alzheimer’s
disease and those that know the general basis of the disease. The meme assumes the audience has a basic
understanding of the disease’s effects, but also assumes that it has an understanding of the disease from a
sarcastic perspective—two contradictory concepts causing them to be separate references.
This particular “Binders full of women” meme depicts Bill Clinton walking onto a stage gesturing
with both of his hands extended open-palmed away from his body around the height of his waist.
President Obama stands at a podium on the other end of the stage with an expression of disapproval.
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Across this image, the phrase “Did someone say” is across the top in large white block letters and the
phrase “Binders full of women???” on the bottom. The phrase references a sound byte from the second
presidential debate of 2012 when Mitt Romney used the phrase to describe lists of possible female
appointees to federal appointee positions; it was taken out of context as a hashtag for Twitter feeds.
Bill Clinton is pictured because of his infamous Monica Lewinsky sex scandal that has resultantly
developed an image of Clinton as a womanizer. The sender of this meme can be considered the “observer
of American politics.” The audience of the meme is also made up of those that are aware of American
politics because it references both the Romney sound bite and the Clinton scandal.
The “Queen of England” meme shows a picture of the Queen of England staring grimly in a
picture taken at the 2012 Olympics. The picture is zoomed and cropped so that she is the only one seen
in the photo. At the bottom of the picture there is a statement that says, “Look at all these countries I
used to own” in white block letters. This artifact is referencing the gathering of nations at the Olympics
in London in 2012, Britain’s former status as a major colonial power, and the fact that many of the
now-sovereign nations that compete in the Olympics are former colonies of the UK. The sender is the
“2012 Olympics spectator” because the picture used is from that event and references all of the nations
gathering during the opening ceremonies. The audience is also made up of 2012 Olympics spectators and
is also assumed to know the general historical information of England’s former status of colonial power.
The “Joker” meme shows a heavier man with his face and hair painted and dyed so as to look like
the Joker from the movie The Dark Knight Rises taking a picture of himself in the mirror. The artifact depicts
this within a white outlined box that set against a black backdrop. On the bottom of the shown backdrop,
large white letters say “IT’S SIMPLE.” In much smaller font it says, “We eat the Batman.” This artifact is
referencing the previously mentioned movie—The Dark Knight Rises—and the common problem of obesity.
It references the movie through the Joker face paint and hair dye in the still image as well as in the direct
reference to eating Batman in the text. The reference to obesity is in the picture as well as in the textual
reference to eating a person. The sender is “the Dark Knight fan” who is sending the meme to an audience
that both has seen the movie and feels sarcastically humorous towards obesity.
The “Tuition” meme shows a picture of a group of eight older Caucasian men wearing suits and
ties at a cocktail party. All eight of them appear to be laughing hysterically. Over this picture text in
large white block letters, says “And then I said…” at the top of the artifact. At the bottom of the image in
substantially larger white block letters it says “We’d lower tuition.” The artifact references the stereotypical
appearance of elites, culturally-assumed elitist disdain for others and an uncaring disregard for those held
at the whims of elites, as well as recent significant raises in college tuition. It depicts elites through the
dress, gender, race, and setting of the people set in the artifact. Furthermore, it references the culturallyassumed elitist (here considered synonymous with administrative) disdain for the student by depicting
an obviously disrespectful response of hysterical laughter at something those paying for college would so
desire through using the image as a response to the text. Finally the raises in college tuition are referenced
through the text by treating the idea of lowering tuition as sarcastically humorous. The sender of the
“Tuition” meme is a person frustrated by rising tuition costs, sending to an audience that is also aware of
the issue and has a preconception of elites as insensitive, male Caucasians that set these numbers.
Description of the Method
Inception/Classics/Theory. Generic criticism is a rhetorical approach that focuses on three
primary elements: situational, substantive/stylistic, and organizational (Foss, 2009). The basic concept
of genre goes back to Aristotle; general belief held that different types of speeches shared similar
characteristics, but this was not formed into a theory for thousands of years (Foss, 2009). Generic
criticism as an approach to rhetorical criticism emerged in 1965 when Edwin Black used the term generic
criticism in his book Rhetorical Criticism: A Study in Method (Foss, 2009). In his critique of neoAristotelian criticism he posited four primary assumptions: (1) “there is a limited number of situations
in which a rhetor can find himself,” (2) “there is a limited number of ways in which a rhetor can and
will respond rhetorically to any given situation type,” (3) “the recurrence of a situational type through
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history” will allow a rhetor to better understand the possible rhetorical responses, and (4) that there
will be “congregations of rhetorical discourses” that have similar affects to one another (Black 1965, p.
133). Out of this come three things: the rhetorical strategy, the rhetorical situation, and audience effect.
Rhetorical strategies can be understood as “the characteristics of discourse; rhetorical situations refer
to extralinguistic influences on the audience; audience effects refer to responses to the strategies in
the situations” (p. 134). These three factors are then tied together by what Black refers to as “rhetorical
transactions” which can be understood as the underlying relationship between the factors that causes one
to change the others.
Black’s initial development of the theory provides the current basis for the perspective, but it
was further developed by Lloyd Bitzer’s concept of the “rhetorical situation” in his article The Rhetorical
Situation (Foss, 2009). In this article, Bitzer shows rhetoric to be situational, meaning that it takes shape
within context (Bitzer, 2000). He argues that “rhetoric is pragmatic; it comes into existence for the sake
of something beyond itself; it functions ultimately to produce action or change in the world; it performs
some task” (p. 61). He defines the rhetorical situation to be “a complex of persons, events, objects and
relations presenting an actual or potential exigence which can be completely or partially removed if
discourse, introduced into the situation, can so constrain human decision or action as to bring about
the significant modification of the exigence” (p. 63). It is important to note here his further unpacking
of the term “audience” which is not to be understood simply as the viewer or onlooker, but rather is a
“rhetorical audience” which is able to be swayed and can possibly invoke change to the exigence (p. 64).
By defining the rhetorical situation and further unpacking the concept of the audience in such a way,
the idea of rhetorical transaction becomes clearer. Different rhetorical strategies will invoke different
responses, especially when different rhetorical situations create sets of presuppositions within its
audience. This audience is then required to be understood as being able to invoke change upon being
swayed, which is a prerequisite to any audience effect taking place. As such, the third factor proposed
by Black can be viewed as semi-dependent upon Bitzer’s analysis of the rhetorical situation through the
inherent involvement of the rhetorical audience.
E. Bormann’s (1972) development of fantasy theme analysis sheds further light on audience
effects. He explains that collective identity is created through the formation of a “dream” via fantasy
chains that come together to solidify a common understanding of reality. As rhetorical audiences are
engaged within genres they experience rhetoric within a complex context of already being immersed in
the situation. The solidification of such a fantasy theme falls well within the range of generic rhetoric.
Another contribution to generic criticism, according to Foss (2009), was provided by the 1976
conference, ““‘Significant Form’ in Rhetorical Criticism.” Sponsored by the Speech Communication
Association (now the National Communication Association) and Kansas University,” (p. 138). The
conference developed the notion of the significant form, which was based on the idea of “recurring
patterns in discourse or action,” (p. 139). The recurring patterns included metaphors, images, arguments,
configurations of language, and structural arrangements or combinations referred to as “genres” or
“rhetorics,” all published in the book Form and Genre: Shaping Rhetorical Action edited by Karlyn
Campbell and Kathleen Jamieson (p. 139). The analysis of such structural arrangements is the basis of
why memes can be developed into their own genre.
Foss (2009) explains that now the theory has three primary elements that define generic criticism:
situational, substantive/stylistic, and organizational. Situation as an element refers to the requirements or
perception that there are requirements in a particular situation that mandate a certain type of rhetorical
response. Genre also has substantive and stylistic element which are the characteristics of rhetoric the
rhetor selects to use to respond to the situation. Finally, the organizational element refers to the internal
intermingling of the “substantive, stylistic, and situational features of the genre” (p. 138).
Uses. There have been a number of efforts at further developing and exploring the notion of genre
and it has been applied to a plethora of topics and significant forms. Each of them crosses into different
aspects of rhetorical context, forming new genres or shaping the contours of the old. To examine some of
these developments this prospectus will briefly summarize ten examples of generic criticism.
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Paul J. Achter (2009) in his article Narrative, Intertexuality, and Apologia in Contemporary
Political Scandals examines the use of apologetic strategies by Jon Grunseth in his 1990 Minnesota
gubernatorial campaign as an Independent Republican candidate. Achter begins by examining the
rhetorical context of the situation where Grunseth had been accused of sexual transgressions by several
women, as well as the larger context of “late 1980s/early 1990s cultural discourse concerning mediated
scandal, sexual infidelity, and male behavior” (p. 318). Achter goes on to analyze the accusation
and response of Grunseth in the situation and determines that in order to more fully understand
the “apologetic framework” not only with the object of developing conceptualization of physical
circumstance, but with a perspective that encompasses the inter-linkages of textual meanings that make
up the context. He proves that this is a better approach to understanding the rhetorical situation through
using Walter Fisher’s narrative criticism approach to compare it to the classic Bitzerian method and
shows that it provides a fuller understanding of Grunseth’s order.
Denise Bostdorff (2003) explains the genre of covenant renewal rhetoric in her article George
W. Bush’s post-September 11 Rhetoric of Covenant Renewal: Upholding the Faith of the Greatest
Generation through an analysis of President Bush’s post-9/11 rhetoric, as well as an examination of New
England, second-generation Puritan rhetoric. She explains the political rhetoric of Bush in his response
to terrorism through the theory of covenant renewal and determines if his rhetoric falls into its genre,
which she defines through an analysis of the genre in a different rhetorical situation. Bostdorff defines
a situation as covenant renewal by determining if it repeats patterns of discourse in a similar situation,
which is the approach developed by the conference of “’Significant Form’ in Rhetorical Criticism.”
Karlyn Campbell (1999) used generic analysis to define the rhetoric of women’s liberation as a
specific genre in her article The Rhetoric of Women’s Liberation: An Oxymoron. Campbell based the
argument on the unique rhetorical qualities of substantive and stylistic aspects. She uses an approach of
analyzing the substantive and stylistic features separately through comparing women’s liberation rhetoric
to already available explanations of rhetorical situations, but finds that it consistently falls between
rhetorical and non-rhetorical as well as between persuasive and non-persuasive. She also finds that it has
no audience that matches Bitzer’s definition of an audience meaning that women’s liberation rhetoric on a
number of fronts must be defined as a unique genre, thus creating a new genre as well as further defining
feminism.
Kathleen Jamieson and Karlyn Campbell (1982) studied the concept of the idiosyncratic and
the common mixing together in a single genre to show that the generic critic can also highlight the
variable in addition to the common through an understanding of fusions of different elements that
make up the genre. In their article Rhetorical Hybrids: Fusions of Generic Elements they examined
many eulogies given for Robert Kennedy after his assassination and determined that they all were
identifiable as eulogies, but that due to institutional and personality differences of the rhetors in their
nuanced rhetorical situations, they all made idiosyncratic speeches that did not hold onto a completely
rigid structure. They did, however, remain within a set of elements that could be fused. Jamieson and
Campbell examined these fusions of elements through comparing their analyses of the substantive/
stylistic, organizational, and situational elements through qualitative research. They showed the role of
the intermingling of the dynamis and the recurring, which furthered generic criticism by explaining the
deviants of the theory.
W. Lance Bennett (1981) seeks to define gaffes and efforts to repair them in American politics
as a particular communicative ritual within political campaigns in his article Assessing Presidential
Character: Degradation Rituals in Political Campaigns. He begins by explaining the political context of
attempts to recover from gaffes and the general consensus about the coverage of such recovery efforts,
and then determines that they do not match the contextual consensus on the matter but need to be
redefined. He then goes on to define “Degradation Rituals” and then determine their roles in electoral
patterns in contrast with the definition and roles of gaffes simultaneously. Bennett determines that gaffes
are mistakes that cause someone to be viewed as outside the norm and the degradation rituals as the
efforts to take eyes off of the policy matters and focus on the value of the actor,an attempt to repair the
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gaffe. As such, this process is normative and can be defined as a sort of genre.
Thomas Clark (1977) examined 45 speeches—15 American sermons, 15 campaign speeches, and
15 speeches of social concern—to conduct a comparative analysis of what features determine a speech
to be a sermon in his article An Exploration of Generic Aspects of Contemporary American Christian
Sermons. He did not focus on content of the speeches (substantive features), but on the structure of the
sermons (stylistic features) through the use of Toulmin models, Chi Square analysis and the TEXAN
computer program. The Toulmin models were used to determine the structure of warrants, data, and
claims; the TEXAN computer program analyzed the language used in the speeches such as use of
nouns, verbs, and adverbs; and the Chi Square analysis was used to determine a level of certainty of
either similarity or difference between genres. In the results, Clark determines that American Christian
sermons share common precepts, a level of certainty, and subordination to the truth, abstraction,
presentism, and coherence. He concludes that he has determined strong enough trends within enough
sermons to use this to suggest “distinctive rhetorical constituents of sermons,” thus furthering generic
criticism by determining another genre (p. 394). Clark shows that the determining such distinctive
rhetorical constituents to be critical in a deeper analysis of a genre and that underlying and thematic
elements are a basis for understanding the arguments made within genres. Complex analysis, although
contrary to Bitzerian preferences, is feasible in the field of generic criticism.
Jeff Bass (1979) analyzes the rhetoric used to oppose wars and revolutions to determine whether
Bitzer’s claim that “a loosely structured, complex situation involving multiple exigencies which may or
may not be compatible” is structurally weak because it contains “many elements that must interact” (p.
181). Bass then seeks to determine if a generic approach should or shouldn’t be precluded from such
complicated situations through an analysis of the rhetorical opposition of the Vietnam War. He goes on
to describe the rhetorical context by explaining that the rhetoric preceding war must produce either fear
or a desire for revenge, thus allowing the anti-war rhetoric to have a specific context to respond to as
opposed to responding to generalities. He concludes that his research is enough to provide a preliminary
study of anti-war rhetoric, thus proving his point that through a closer and more thorough analysis and
comparison, generic criticism is able to be used in the analysis of complex issues.
John Jones and Robert Rowland (2005) develop a new form of the Jeremiad genre through
examining the ideology and political rhetoric of Ronald Reagan, post-presidency. They analyze the
language that he uses and compare the optimistic and lack of blame placed on America that differentiated
his rhetorical appeals from the traditional Jeremiad, but they noted that he continued to follow much
of the rest of the generic features by warning of impending danger, need for change, and suggesting
corrective measures. Essentially they show that Reagan created a divergent branch of the Jeremiad
through his rhetoric. Through this analysis Jones and Rowland develop the Covenant-affirming Jeremiad,
an offshoot of the classic Jeremiad that does not blame the audience but still warns of impending danger
and the need for change. In this way, they further develop generic criticism’s contours through developing
a new sub-genre and analyzing another rhetorical situation that can be referenced to understand
recurring contexts in the future.
Kathryn Olson (1993) argues for the necessity of “rehistoricizing a rhetorical act once it has
been identified as an instance of a particular genre” in order to understand the impacts that different
rhetorical acts had on others throughout history (p. 299). Her argument is made by first, re-examining
the situational aspect of generic criticism, second, by analyzing how rehistoricizing a rhetorical artifact
answers different questions when it has been generically defined, and third, applying these theoretical
underpinnings to Barry Goldwater’s and Ronald Reagan’s campaign rhetoric. She shows that there
are similarities and connections between the different uses of rhetoric through history that makes the
additional step of rehistoricizing rhetorical situations after they’ve been generically categorized a very
important one for understanding the broader application. As such, she adds to generic criticism through
her argument for another step to the process of generic criticism.
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Analysis
In order to understand communication in the broad sense it is often imperative to understand
its specific developments and contexts, so as to begin to grasp the underlying currents of the human
experience through communication. Generic criticism allows for partitioning of the intricate and
complex communicative process, which creates room for an understanding of communication in pieces
that are comprehendible for human conception. Additionally a study of genre sheds further light on
the patterns of rhetorical strategy, rhetorical situation, and audience effects within their clusters of
historical occurrences. These recurrences allow for deeper understanding of communication and how
people respond to discourse. Determining a genre for memes would allow for a fuller perception of how
online communication operates and what it produces. A further understanding of generic criticism
and the genre of memes will be developed through an application of a generic analysis on the selected
six artifacts. This application will be conducted through the generation of common characteristics of
the artifacts, determination of contextual commonalities, development of representative qualities of the
genre, a rendering of implications in the understanding of generic assumptions and factors according to
Black’s and Bitzer’s developments of the theory, and a conclusion on the overall purpose of the genre.
Common Characteristics
In order to understand a genre it is necessary to identify common characteristics held by
artifacts within it, so as to draw a stronger definitional boundary as to what constitutes it. This particular
examination of characteristics held by memes will look at visual and literary characteristics held by the
six selected artifacts. If these six artifacts are to in fact create the basis for developing a genre, then they
should have an underlying basis of common characteristic of defining proportion. First, examining the
visual similarities is necessary to note that each of the selected artifacts is primarily visually graphic in
nature. Specifically, each of them is a still picture of a subject and then has a blurb typed across or directly
above or below the picture. The second subcategory uses pictures from a public event that a group of
people can identify with. Through addressing this collective identity, a stronger sense of unity is fostered
because of the use of insider language and the continuance of a fantasy theme as the terms have been
developed by Ernest Bormann. As such the existence of the collective identity is expanded from whatever
its original context is into the online context as well. This expansion of collective identity is created
through not only the visuals used, but also the shared understanding of the connection between the
visual and the text. By engaging three aspects of shared communication—visual, textual, and internal—
the collective identity solidifies more quickly and more thoroughly than most forms of communication.
As such the visual characteristic combined with the textual and contextual aspects make the meme
characteristically a highly effective tool in creating collective identity.
Contextual Commonalities
In order to bind together a genre it is necessary to understand the rhetorical situation around
the involved artifacts so as to unpack the historical purpose and meaning of the genre and artifact. If
all six of the artifacts form a single genre, then they ought to have contextual commonalities (rhetorical
contexts) that are definitional in nature to the artifact, thus deeming them memes. These six artifacts
each approach the intent of humor, operate with multiple pre-requisite outside contexts, and engage a
topic that is of current relevance.
All six refuse to handle any of the issues or subjects they address in a way that handles them
in a persuasive, informational, or tragic way. “Replacement Referees” does not discuss specific failures
or why it has impact, but rather assumes these things in order to exaggerate the problem to the point
of ridiculousness. Similarly, the other memes assume knowledge instead of addressing it in a serious
or tragic way, but rather address an issue through irony, exaggeration, or double meaning. A major
component of the involved humor is impressed through the humanistic desire that comes with being a
part of an inside group, and as such this paper contends that memes as a genre develop collective identity
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and engage humor, which tend to be reciprocal in nature.
Another contextual commonality is that the context requires an understanding of multiple
outside contexts in order to fully unpack the intended message of the meme. These outside contexts
can largely be anything that the audience relates to, whether common or unique. For instance, the
“Replacement Referees” meme assumes there is an understanding of basic baseball rules, the strike that
the NFL referees were in at the time of the meme’s creation, NBA teams, basic football rules, and the
frustration and controversy in dealing with the temporary replacement referees filling in during the
strike. Additionally the Joker meme assumes an understanding of the storyline of the movie The Dark
Knight and a very particular view of obesity. “Alzheimer’s” assumes that there is a basic understanding of
the impacts of the disease as well as a very specific perception of the disease as connected with elderly
people and yet another understanding of the disease through a lens of sarcastic humor. Furthermore this
understanding of multiple outside conversations creates a similar experience to an inside joke through
the presentation of insider language. This created experience is most similar to the experience created by
fan bases, highly popular games, or cult classic movies.
A third clear contextual commonality among memes as represented through the above six
artifacts is their relevance to the current time of their creation and circulation. The commonality of
current relevance can be understood by examining the rhetorical situation surrounding each of the
artifacts. The “Replacement Referees” meme referenced an event occurring in the fall of 2012 and came
out during the fall of 2012. While a date or time of creation cannot be completely be determined for
any of the artifacts due to their online grassroots nature, they each reference a something that carried/s
meaning at the time of its appearance and circulation. The “Binders Full of Women” meme also follows
this suit. It references the second presidential debate in which 2012 presidential candidate Mitt Romney
gave the sound bite “binders full of women” and depicts Bill Clinton who infamously had an affair with
Monica Lewinsky during his presidency. Its references tie together a newsworthy event that occurred
days before its creation and a second event of such historical infamy that it still carries relevance in
today’s world. The “Alzheimer’s” meme maintains current relevance because of the current state of the
disease. Based upon the analysis of the Alzheimer’s Association one in eight older Americans suffer with
the disease, and 15 million provide unpaid care to someone suffering with it (Alzheimer’s Association,
2012). This meme then deals with a matter of widespread current relevance. The “Queen of England”
meme references an event that occurred during the summer of 2012 and much like the other eventbased memes, came into circulation while the event was ongoing. It then ties the photo from this event to
commonly held historical knowledge—the US is a former English colony. In doing so, the meme carried
current relevance during the time of its circulation both through its reference to the 2012 Olympics and
through its reference to commonly held knowledge. The “Joker” meme finds its rhetorical situation in
the very popular American superhero movie, The Dark Knight Rises, and obesity. The meme treats both
references with sarcastic humor whether the storyline of the movie or the extent and cause of obesity
through suggesting obesity can lead to cannibalism.
Furthermore these extralinguistic influences not only impact the audience but select the very
rhetorical audience by using virtually only insider language whether image or text based. The “Tuition”
meme has its rhetorical situation stemming from a cultural perception of elites and rising tuition for
colleges. The intersection of these topics then impacts its audience by developing a rhetorical audience
that both is impacted by college tuition and negatively views elites. These negative connotations form
the rhetorical audience into an insider group that does not wish to contemplate the policy or budgetary
needs of educational institutions but rather seeks a scapegoat and wishes to separate itself from the guilty
party through some means. The means is then given through the treatment of the subjects with the use
of sarcastic humor, which leaves less room for dialogue with the target subject and allows the audience
more separation from its scapegoat. This strategy is similarly used to gain separation from all of the target
parties in these memes, whether the replacement referees for their alleged faulty calls or from the pain
and discomfort otherwise associated with Alzheimer’s disease.
https://spark.bethel.edu/colloquy/vol1/iss1/1
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Representative Qualities
Representative qualities of this genre can be understood as those characteristics and
commonalities that are conclusively important enough to be considered definitional in nature. In
memes, these are important because the genre of the meme is not fully understood. As such, this aspect
of the paper aims to advance that generic understanding of the meme, and thus communication. The
representative qualities can be understood in the categories of explicit and implicit.
Explicit characteristics of a meme can be understood as those that are apparent upon simply
glancing at a meme. This category looks at why a meme looks like a meme. The explicit characteristics
of a meme include a graphic nature, a textual component, and a relatively simplistic design. Examining
the graphic nature of memes, it is clear that in each of the 6 artifacts that there is not only a graphic
component, but that memes are primarily graphic in nature. Looking at the textual component, memes
seem to have blurbs, phrases, or labels to further explain the thought process. In such a way they tend to
act as the reversal of a Rorschach test, in that instead of allowing the viewer to determine the words that
are associated with an image, the meme shows the viewer what to associate with a certain image. Thus
the textual component is necessary to the genre of the meme. The artifacts are all relatively simplistic
in design. They tend to be simple images with no more than a single sentence. This allows the viewer to
quickly view and process the meme and its message. The simplicity makes the meme easy to read and
also allows it to more easily conform to much of the communication online.
Implicit characteristics of a meme can be understood as those underlying the general design and
tending to operate within the environment of internal processing. This category looks at why a meme
feels like a meme. The implicit characteristics of a meme include references to multiple outside contexts,
a humorous nature, and being targeted at a collective identity. An underlying characteristic of each of
the artifacts is that they refer to multiple outside contexts. This paper understands “multiple outside
contexts” to mean references to other jokes, norms, communications, or insider language different from
those communicated directly within the artifact. For example, the “Replacement Referees” artifact refers
to the overall sentiment towards the replacement referees during the NFL referee strike, the controversial
calls in games previous, and knowledge of the differences in the sports references made by the meme’s
statement. It is notable that these outside contexts can be either specific or general in nature, but must be
multiple and independent experiences that others relate to outside that specific artifact. The humorous
aspect of these artifacts comes from the aforementioned analysis on memes’ focus on making issues
laughable through either irony or exaggeration. This aspect makes the artifact a positive experience for
the audience and thus adds to their identification with this collective identity in a positive manner. The
effect of the humor presupposes the third implicit commonality, which is the targeting of a collective
identity. The multiple outside references within a meme indicate a collective identity to address; the effort
at approaching it in a positive manner through humor shows intentionality. Furthermore, the meme
also is effective in adding to and/or solidifying a collective identity and thus shows further intentional
targeting through a meme, making it a representative quality of the genre.
Generic Criticism
Now that the ambiguous nature of the meme has been stripped away a bit and a base
understanding of the common qualities of memes is set, they can be examined through the eyes of
generic criticism. As mentioned earlier, genres can be understood through an analysis of the three factors
that come from historical recurrence of similar situational types and responses: rhetorical strategies,
rhetorical situations, and audience effects (Black, 1965).
Rhetorical Strategy. The rhetorical strategy of the meme assumes that rhetoric exists for a
purpose of altering reality in some way (Bitzer, 2000). The rhetorical strategy of the meme is one of
sarcastic humor through insider language that is communicated in a combination of still image and
text. The meme seeks to develop a collective social consciousness between people that are not together
through the means of insider language. Furthermore the genre of the meme styles itself in humor. In this
approach its pragmatism can be found in its efforts to create insider language between groups of people
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that have not necessarily met. The collective consciousness that is then developed with enough artifacts
surrounding this particular point of historical occurrence is one of sarcastic humor. In particular this
style of rhetorical strategy fits within the same group as comic strips, political cartoons, comedy movies,
and other cultural manifestations of humor spread through mass media.
Rhetorical Situation. The rhetorical situation of this genre is collected around the point of
online communication about events that can be related with other events, which will cause a rhetorical
intersection point that then defines an audience through extralinguistic means. The rhetorical
intersection appears to be a possible means of forming a rhetorical audience, as such an audience is
described by Bitzer, as well as creating a means in which the development of insider language is easily
developed. Insider language requires that a word, phrase, or term is imbued with meaning that only a
select group understands, and the intersection of two rhetorical contexts allows for the simple use of a
word or phrase to connect them if they are both clearly depicted as target subjects. Memes effectively
accomplish this task through the presentation of at least one rhetorical context in an image and at
least one more presented in the text printed across the image. The meme then finds its effectiveness in
creating its own insider language within the rhetorical situation by using a word or phrase to connect the
presented subjects.
Audience Effects. Audience effects are largely unseen due to the ambiguous and decentralized
nature of the meme and online communication as a whole. It is essentially infeasible to describe
the effects that result in an audience from memes as a genre because their audiences are dispersed,
experience the meme at varying times, and usually don’t communicate with one another after the
experience. This is the point that the genre of the meme ceases to be effective aside from creating possible
laughter or sharing links with friends through the social media. Because of the extent of dispersion that
is inherent in meme audiences they do not engage in any sort of coordinated or related reaction, but
rather individual audience members respond individually. The genre of the meme thus has a component
of paradox because it creates insider language that is largely known by dispersed individuals for the most
part. It remains to be seen that the rhetorical audience of any meme(s) comes together or operates in
any sort of unison. Rather, the rhetorical strategy of the meme can be accomplished without any such
effort because it only seeks to alter the mindset of the audience and engage it through humor. As such the
typical means of uniting or engaging an audience through the development of a collective identity and
insider language to create an active response is instead seen as the ends of the meme. The meme does not
seek to change the world, but rather the audience’s perceived experience of the world.
Implications
The generic criticism of the meme creates a few major implications in the understanding of
choosing a rhetorical audience, the development of insider language, the purpose of rhetoric, and effects
of online communication. Choosing a rhetorical audience can often involve a number of strategies such
as choosing those that can make an impact or those that identify with a message. The selection of the
rhetorical audience of the meme is accomplished through determining multiple rhetorical subjects and
finding a place of intersection. The idea of the rhetorical intersection must be further developed in order
to comprehend its use or measuring in full its operative mechanisms or ramifications. To form a baseline
for this concept, it can be understood as related to the ideas of tenor and vehicle. Metaphor criticism
brings together “two terms normally regarded as belonging to different classes of experience” by joining
tenor and vehicle (Foss 2009, p. 267). Tenor refers to the topic that is being explained or illuminated by
the metaphor, while the vehicle refers to the “vehicle or lens through which a topic is viewed” (Foss 2009,
p. 267). The rhetorical intersection offers two tenors which it bridges together through the vehicle of
placing image and text together when applied to the use of the meme. The two tenors are viewed through
the lens of each other and the vehicle becomes the strategic placement of one by the other. An example
is the “Binders Full of Women” meme that places Romney’s sound bite on the image of Bill Clinton. The
meme thus takes two tenors and uses the vehicle of visual placement to bridge the thoughts together. The
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intersection then requires an understanding of both subjects for the meme to make sense.
What can be determined from glimpsing it in this analysis is that the rhetorical intersection can
be applied to quickly and effectively develop insider language. The development of insider language
appears to encourage the presentation of two or more rhetorical subjects at which point the use of a
phrase or word can then come to define such a manifestation of a collective identity. Furthermore,
insider language appears to not require person-to-person communication, but can be developed through
media that does not require interpersonal contact. The creation of insider language without the need for
person to person contact is likely what allows for the development of a culture in a population as large as
a nation-state. In order to fully unpack such an argument, it would be necessary to conduct a separate,
more properly focused study.
The purpose of rhetoric as explained by Bitzer is to change reality and as such rhetoric is
pragmatic. However such an understanding of rhetoric does not take into account that reality may be
altered within the mind of a person if the person’s perception of reality is altered. Such an alteration of
a person’s perception of reality does not require that any changes be made to anything outside of the
mindset or psyche. This effort at changing the person’s mindset must be considered rhetoric because a
change of mindset guarantees a change of how that person would otherwise respond to reality, which
means that an alteration of a person’s perception is in itself pragmatic, even if the long term affects are
unintended or unforeseen. The audience has been changed in reality according to the purposes of the
rhetoric, but the physical action that is then taken by an audience member later in time is not the soughtafter impact of the rhetor. As such, Bitzer’s explanation of rhetoric ought to be reconsidered and further
studied. The effects of online communication further exacerbate Bitzer’s analysis of rhetoric because the
fullness of audience effects cannot be understood in the genre of the meme—its audience is dispersed by
space and time via the internet. If rhetoric seeks to directly alter reality by means of persuasion, then in
order to determine if something is rhetoric its intent must be known.
The problem presented by the meme and online communication in its entirety is that it does
not allow for the intent of the rhetor to be fully understood; the rhetor is generally unknown since the
internet disperses those it mediates for and does not ever require in-person contact. Furthermore, the
rhetor can be essentially anyone because online communication invites all and turns away only those
who do not have access at that moment. It keeps what has been placed within its domain and allows for
constant, limitless additions by anyone, which means that a rhetor for a specific meme cannot be located
and that intent remains only determinable through analytical means (as an archeologist or investigator
must also use.)
Conclusion
In conclusion, a deeper understanding of memes and generic criticism can be seen through an
examination of six artifacts; a brief look at the theory, history, and ten examples of generic criticism;
an application of the theory to the artifacts by developing common characteristics, contextual
commonalities, and representative qualities; an analysis of the generic development through rhetorical
strategy, rhetorical situation, and audience effects; and finally a development of implications of this study.
It can be understood that memes are a rather new development in communication and show a more
ambiguous side of rhetoric. Memes are useful in developing collective identity through the creation of
insider language by means of connecting otherwise separate rhetorical contexts. This notion leads the
development of the rhetorical intersection. Furthermore, the genre of memes allows for the continued
understanding of online communication on a deeper and more intricate level. Memes are effective in
incrementally altering mindsets and seem to pose a new and unique form of communication through a
medium that is not yet fully understood.
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The Markan Narrative of the
Hemorrhaging Woman:
Injustice Through Systems
Then and Now
Tim Riendeau

T

he story of the hemorrhaging woman has been taught to many as a simple healing story that portrays
Jesus’ ability to heal anyone with faith. While this idea is not being challenged directly, the text holds
much more than that concept. The text itself involves a view into God’s justice and God’s view on the
Jewish traditions of the first century. The abusive social structure in Judaism is challenged in the work
of Jesus and his interaction with a hemorrhaging woman from Mark 5:25-34 which display God’s justice
and care for the oppressed and outcast.
World Behind the Text
Second Temple Judaism
In order to understand the social structures in place during Mark’s gospel, one must first understand the historical setting of the narrative. The events of Mark’s gospel all occur within the time period
commonly referred to as the Second Temple period. The period of Second Temple Judaism begins in
586 BCE with the fall of Jerusalem to Babylon and ends with the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome in
70 CE.1 The large span of time between the two temples causes a great deal of change in culture that can
be confusing to the reader as he or she tries to traverse through the biblical narrative. Even amidst these
changes, the emphasis on the Torah persisted and its instruction and obedience was expected by Jewish
persons.2
Ceremonial Cleanliness and Un-cleanliness
The emphasis on obedience of Torah led to the continued understanding and following of cleanliness laws. These laws ranged from what could or could not be eaten to whom could be touched without
defiling one’s own cleanliness.3 While most of the cleanliness laws are found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy, some are scattered throughout the Pentateuch.
The laws involving physical touch often revolved around avoiding blood, a dead body, or a leper.
To be in contact with any of these would defile the person and he or she would have to be subject to a ritualistic cleansing involving washing their bodies and clothes thoroughly.4 Anyone found to be “unclean”
was to be avoided and considered an outcast to their contemporaries until found “clean” yet again.5 The
unclean person was also excluded from worship. One should not misunderstand and believe that cleanliness was to looked down upon for it happened to all people and could be easily treated. The only way
a person could be entirely outcasted was to have a condition that made him or her perpetually unclean.
Lepers, for instance, were treated as outcasts due to their constant unclean state; keeping them from
God’s presence in Temple.6
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Women in the First Century
Concerning women in the first century, many assume today, that the culture of Israel was strictly
“patriarchal”.7 This notion would place women in a place with little power or say in their lives, yet this is
not entirely true. While the man claimed the right to make decisions for a family, the woman held some
form of power.8 W. Dennis Tucker argues that women held power when it came to obtaining justice for
themselves as seen in the stories of Deborah and other women leaders.9 If an extreme form of patriarchy
existed, then such women could have never risen to such heights or been able to fight for their own rights
such as the right to independence in the face of becoming a widow (Deut. 25:5-10).10
Even with this in mind, the value of a woman was less than that of a man.11 A woman’s primary
function was to bear children and maintain the private affairs of the family while the man handled the
public affairs.12 Due to the public nature of a man’s life a woman must therefore be careful to not shame a
man.13 Shame could come from various ways, with one of the easiest being defiling a man through being
“unclean”.14
Women and Cleanliness
The cleanliness laws greatly affected women due to the process of menstruation. The discharge
of blood for a period of days would cause the woman to be considered “unclean” for the duration of the
process and for a period of time afterwards.15 A woman, while on her menstrual cycle, could not touch
or be touched by a man without polluting the man’s cleanliness.16 A woman with an irregular menstrual
cycle, therefore, was to be considered ritually unclean constantly.
World of the Text
The Woman v.24-26
In the first verses on the passage the reader is introduced to a nameless woman that is said to have
had bleeding for twelve years (25). Bleeding itself is a normal malady and, while the person would be
considered unclean for a day or two, harmless to one’s social standing. This bleeding, however, has lasted
for a considerable amount of time (an understatement) and its source is unknown. It can be deducted
that the bleeding is most likely uterine bleeding due to Mark’s sheepishness in telling the exact location
of the hemorrhage.17 This ailment has caused the woman to be on the outside of community and cultic
activity due to her chronic ritual uncleanliness as discussed before.
The reader is told that the woman has sought treatment through multiple doctors with no success
in healing her (26). It is likely that the treatments did more harm than good for the text reads that “she
endured much under many physicians” (26). Mark’s emphasis on the additional suffering is important
for in Luke’s version of the story this detail is omitted.18 Scholars believe that can be due to Luke’s own
profession as a physician.19 The woman endured not only physical suffering but psychological suffering.
Keeping in mind her sex and ritual uncleanliness, she would have been visiting multiple male doctors as
well as exposing herself to them repeatedly creating a great deal of embarrassment and shame to herself.20
The Act v.27
Her suffering has driven her to desperation and she then decides to take matters into her own
hands. Having heard the stories of Jesus’ other healings the woman decides to seek his help in anyway
possible (27). Mark writes that she “came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak” (27). The
tactic of coming from behind is not without good reason; her uncleanliness would forbid her from touching even the fringe of Jesus’ clothes without making him unclean.21 Contact with Jesus’ clothes is not her
only offense in this case as she has ignored the custom keeping her in isolation.22 The act challenges the
social structure by blatantly breaking the laws surrounding her condition of chronic uncleanliness.23
The Motive v.28
Mark presents the reader with an inside look into the mind of the nameless woman in 5:28. She is
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recorded as believing that if she touches his clothes, she will be made well or whole (28). While modern
medicine experts would scoff at such an idea, belief in the magical properties of a holy man’s cloak or
shirt was a common belief in the time of Second Temple Judaism.24 Another instance of this type of healing is shown in Acts as Paul’s handkerchiefs and cloths are used to perform healings during his ministry
(Acts 19:11-12). The woman has heard of Jesus’ healing powers and thus assumes that such power can be
evoked through the touch of his cloak.
Leaking Power, Leaking Blood v.29-30
Readers are confronted with not only a confirmation of the woman’s beliefs, but also the idea
that the power stemmed from Jesus himself. To the original audience the idea that the woman would be
healed from such contact is understandable, many other stories had reported the same results, yet there
is an interesting twist to Mark’s story; the power comes directly from Jesus, not the cloth.25 Pulling the
power from Jesus himself contrasts the common belief in the magical properties of the cloth rather than
the person who has touched the cloth.26 This is a reverse of the Levitical cleanliness laws. While contamination would be spread from the touch of the contaminated to an article of clothing, Jesus’ healing acts in
the reverse as the woman’s touch of the garment brings forth healing and thus ritual cleanliness.27
While the woman’s becoming unclean was immediate with the start of the flow of blood, so it
is ended with the flow of power from Jesus. This draws a parallel between Jesus and the woman when
looking at both of their conditions. As the woman leaks blood so does Jesus leak power.28 Opposite of
each other, the two flows conflict. The woman’s healing shows Jesus’ power defeating the illness ravaging
her. As the cleanliness laws bound the woman to twelve years of isolation, Jesus’ own authority has set the
woman free from her bondage.
The Dialogue v.30-34
Mark does not end the narrative with simply the healing. He has included a bit of dialogue that
portrays the reason behind the woman’s reversal of fortune. Upon realizing power has left him, Jesus
turns around in the crowd to attempt to find the one who has drawn the power (30). The question itself
is seemingly absurd, as his disciples point out, for he is surrounded by a sizable crowd based on the sudden disappearance of the woman (31). As Jesus continues to look about, the woman presents herself “in
fear and trembling” (32,33). Her posture towards Jesus is understandable when one is faced by one they
believe to be a theophany (embodiment of a god).29 While the cultural norm would have Jesus condemn
the woman for making him ritually unclean and disobeying standards, he rather acts in compassion
towards her. Jesus uses familial, intimate language by calling her “daughter”, creating a bond between the
two (34).30 The bond shows that Jesus does not recognize her as an outcast but as a close relative, a drastic change from the social norm. Within the same sentence Jesus also explains the cause for her healing
and cleansing: her faith (34). Her confidence in the healing powers of Jesus’ cloak (and authority) gave
her the courage to defy the standards set before her in order to become well.31 The woman reached out in
faith and was healed accordingly.
Mark’s Narrative Sandwiches
Mark’s style of writing is of great importance to the search for the correct interpretation of Mark
5:25-34 for it demonstrates his usage of narrative “sandwiches”.32 The technique involves interweaving
two stories that involve the same idea or message.33 Both narratives are then enhanced and the purpose
more clear than if only one was present.34 In this case, the story of Jairus and his daughter (Mark 5:21-24,
35-43) is eclipsed by the story of the hemorrhaging woman (5:25-34). Both stories involve the healing of
a person, yet the way that each story is approached is of note and needs to be explored deeper.
Synopsis of Jairus and God’s Daughter
The story of Jairus and his daughter plays out in two parts separated by the narrative of the
hemorrhaging woman. Mark introduces Jairus as a synagogue ruler that approaches Jesus, falling to his
knees, he pleads for the healing of his sick daughter (5:21-23). Jesus accepts the request to go to her and it
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is at this point that the story of the hemorrhaging woman begins as Jesus travels to Jairus’ house. During
the interruption, Jairus is told of his daughter’s death from the illness (35). Jesus is undeterred from this
change in events and tells Jairus to not fear but believe (36). The party discovers that the girl has been
confirmed dead and mourners have gathered to wail for her (39). Jesus sends the mourners away and
approaches the girl’s body. He then takes the girl’s hand and commands her to wake up and miraculously
she revives and begins to walk about (41-42).
Jairus and the Woman
The contrast between the two “main” characters of the stories is simple yet very informative to
the social structure of Second Temple Judaism. The most notable difference between the two lies in the
names of the characters, or rather the name of one of the characters. Only Jairus is named in both stories,
the woman and the daughter both are unnamed.35 Mark has followed the patriarchal system of the time
by naming the man instead of the two women, an interesting fact considering that the women were the
ones healed. To further reiterate the patriarchy in place, only Jairus is given his position in the society.36
Jairus is portrayed as a wealthy, influential man while the woman is noted as impoverished, lowly, and an
outcast due to her bleeding.37 Each contrasting point portrays the patriarchal system in place at the time
of Mark’s writing the story, as the man is seen with power, wealth, and name.38 The bleeding woman is
then not only seen as unclean but as lower than the man, nameless, and invisible. Her identity itself has
been stolen by the systems in place during her lifetime.
Faith and Healing
There is but one point that the two do not differ on: their faith in Jesus’ ability to heal. Both characters reach out to Jesus through their faith and Jesus responds compassionately towards both in turn. Jesus shows impartiality to either based on status, name, or otherwise. This healing by faith is a theme that
runs through the whole of Mark and made even more beautiful in the combination of these two stories.
The Woman and the Daughter
While the woman and Jairus have such stark contrast between them, the woman and the daughter are similar in many ways. Besides the fact that they are both female by sex, the two are also at similar
points in life.39 The child is said to be twelve years old which would put the girl at the transition stage
between childhood and womanhood.40 Her age assumes that the girl will begin her own journey into
the world of monthly ritual uncleanliness in short time while the older woman has been a part of it for
at least twelve years. The two of patriarchy and ritual cleanliness systems would then begin to have full
effect on her as she aged as is shown in the image of the hemorrhaging woman.
During the course of the stories, however, it is evident that the cleanliness system is in effect on
both women, even if indirectly in one case. While the focus thus far has been on cleanliness regarding
blood, to touch a dead body would also cause a person to become unclean. In both cases, then, Jesus
should have been declared “unclean” if he were to touch them, yet he shows no qualms about ignoring
the laws.41 It is through these contacts with the “unclean” that true cleansing springs forth in the form of
healing and revival. It is important to note that he does in fact ignore the law and that he can do so justly
due to his authority and power. He effectively conquers both systems by reversing them in both cases as
the touch that should bring defilement brings restoration instead.
World in Front of the Text

Pulpit Exclusion
Systems designed to keep certain people away from influence and authority still exist today in
churches around the world. Such a system involves the exclusion of women from participating in the role
of pastor or other church authorities. A common belief in this system is that women should teach other
women or children as it is improper for a woman to teach men Scripture.42 The system is excluding talented women teachers and preachers from spreading the Word of God to those who may benefit from it.
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Women have a unique look on Scripture that men will miss and to lose the chance to hear this perspective cries injustice.43 Women bring a new story, their story, to the church that it desperately needs as the
church continues to grow and reach new audiences.44
The Church has been losing influence in America rapidly. Growth in the Church has declined and
people are beginning to leave due to the exclusion of women and the patriarchal system. Without women
being able to teach and share as equals, the Church is beginning to show signs of illness and weakness. It
is as the bleeding woman, suffering and in need of healing.
Unclean or Unfit
The systems of pulpit exclusion and the Levitical cleanliness laws are very similar in their systematic exclusion of a group of people based on specific criteria. With the Levitical law anyone who was
considered unclean could not fully experience God due to his or her condition. As stated before, chronic
uncleanliness then separated the person from the community and temple permanently. Pulpit exclusion
faces the same unjust principles. Women are denied access to the pulpit, and thus their calling, due to
their chronic ‘condition” known as their sex.
It must be stated that both systems can be supported by Scripture, though the extreme to which
they are enforced breaches the intention of each passage. Both systems were designed for the good of the
church yet each was taken to an extreme that was beyond the benefits of the custom and mutated into a
system of oppression.
God Above Systems
It is in the face of oppressive systems that God’s justice shines brightest. Looking back on the
story of the hemorrhaging woman, there is hope. Jesus ignored the cleanliness laws in order to heal those
who had called upon him in faith. God’s actions show God’s justice through the subversion of cultural
norms of systematic oppression. He has put himself above all systems through reversing the effects of
each. While the law said the woman was unclean and an outcast, Jesus calls her “Daughter” and brings
true cleansing. In this way God has also begun reversing the system of pulpit exclusion. Women are being
called to ministry in droves. God recognizes their worth as He did the unclean woman. Each woman
called is God asserting God’s authority over any cultural norm or system that man can create. God’s
power is reaching women regardless of the system just as God’s healing reached the woman through her
uncleanliness.
Conclusion
The Church desperately needs to be healed and women are reaching out through faith in order to
touch the hems of God’s wisdom and knowledge. Shall the church authorities and scholars restrain them
or join them in reaching for a better understanding of God? Cultural norms cannot stand in the light of
God’s authority and justice and thus the Church must also begin to see through the fog of oppression and
into the light of new hope. The outcasts shall be delivered and systems shall be reversed through God’s
justice.
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